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Second Edition Preface 

This work was conceived and first published back in 2013 as a result of over thirty years 
of teaching Freshmen Composition at Orange Coast College, Golden West College, Santa Ana 
College, and Vanguard University. Though there are literally thousands of “readers” out there, 
that is, books that offer a batch of model essays, then go over basic grammar and paragraphing 
concepts, no book for Freshman Composition teaches style. And yet the essays in these readers 
are glorious essays, that use style techniques—that we do not teach. It seemed to me unreal to 
hold up a model to students but not instruct them how to reproduce that excellence. 

This book fills that gap. For the Freshman Composition instructor who thinks their 
students are smart enough to learn more than the dull basics, this is your book. In this second 
edition the reader has been eliminated and the stylebook expanded. And this is now a free 
resource available online to instructors and students. With the help of my daughter, who was 
for years instrumental in running the Writing Lab at California State University, Long Beach, I 
have made this easy to access for all students. 

[invite the instructor to use this resource to enrich what all too often is a dull class. 
Teach your students to be artistic and playful with their writing. Teach them to stop fearing 
writing and have the freedom of being an artist. That is why I named each chapter after a paint 
color available in art stores. The English language is a glorious mess. You might as well dive in 
and play with the colors. As I tell my students, “If your writing doesn’t interest you, why do you 
think that it will interest anybody else?” 

James Prothero, MFA, PhD 


San Juan Capistrano, January 2021 
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Part One: The Rhetoric—Choosing Your Brushes 


Being A Writer—Art School 

The first thing you’re going to have to do to succeed in Freshman Composition and move 
on to your college goals, is that you’re going to have to become a writer, which means you must 
become an artist with words. As I say many places in this book, that means first, that not 
everything you produce is going to be great and that’s all right, and second, your work will grow 
and change as you do, and third, there will be a lot of room for you to personalize your work. 

The first thing you’re going to have to knock out of your head is the notion that writing 
involves slapping something down and turning it in. Someone once told me that Ernest 
Hemingway said that all first drafts are crap. Only he didn’t use the word ‘crap.’ You get the 
point. The first words you put down on paper are going to be experimental and more than likely 
you're going to scratch them out and change them. But they are absolutely necessary. And get out 
of your head the silly notion that if the perfect words don’t just pop into mind on the first try, 
somehow you are a bad writer. That is normal. Even as a watercolor painter myself, I don’t want 
to tell you exactly how many starts I rip up and start again. (Let’s just say it is a rather large 
number) This is normal operating procedure in any art. 

The old cliché, that every long journey starts with a single step, applies here. If you are 
going to write, you are going to have to get something down on paper, even if you think it’s 
horrible, awful, disgusting and pathetic. It may well be, but just getting something on paper is 
an accomplishment. 

Anyone who’s had ‘writer’s block’ well knows this. In fact, writer’s block is caused when 
you tell yourself that you'll only write down good ideas. Pretty soon you're editing and writing 


in your head at the same time and a collision is almost sure to happen. So, writing generally 
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happens in three stages: prewriting, revision and lastly, creating the correct, perfect and 
beautiful final draft. Don’t mix these stages up if you don’t want writer’s block. 
Stage One: Prewriting 

First thing to do is to get the ship of your writing moving. Once it’s plowing through the 
water, you can use your rudder and steer it in the direction you like. Sitting still and inert, the 
rudder is useless. There are several well-known ways of getting your ship moving, and I won’t 
cover every one here. But I'll mention three that have worked for my students. 

Listing: This one is perhaps the simplest one. You start writing a list of all the things 
you might discuss. It’s really just that easy. What's hard about it is to stop your mental editor. 
Somewhere in our heads, we all seem to have this cruel, insensitive, vicious little jerk, a voice in 
our heads that we picked up somewhere along the way through school. He loves to ridicule and 
shoot down any ideas you may have just as you're about to send them up with thoughts like, 
“That’s stupid! For heaven’s sakes don’t say that!” You need to bind and gag this little jerk and 
chuck him into a mental closest, until the final draft, where he is far more useful. When your 
creative juices are flowing, there shouldn’t be any dams. With all these techniques, allow every 
idea onto paper, no matter how dumb it sounds at first. Listing is easy because in our modern 
world it’s a pretty natural mental motion, especially for anyone who’s ever had to go shopping. 
It’s really not that hard to get into thinking by simply throwing down everything in one or two 
words that pops into your head. If you bind and gag your mental editor, and start a list, before 
you know it, five to twenty things are on your paper. And if you write a short paragraph on 
maybe three of the most promising, before you know it, you're on the verge of something like a 
first draft. Writer's block is a dim and unpleasant memory, and you’re on your way. 

Clustering: I learned this one in my delightful time with the University of California at 


Irvine Writing Project. This one appeals to more visual learners and people that have to see 
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things spread out, like a painting. This is simply taking a good bit of paper and drawing a small 
circle in the center. In that circle you write the topic you hope to write on in one or maybe two 
words. Then drawing short lines out from the center circle you write whatever thoughts come in 
one or two words, connecting them and drawing a circle around them too. Your thoughts will 
spring out like a cluster of flowers. It can really snowball wonderfully fast and suddenly, from 
having writer’s block, you’ve got too much to write on. But then you can cull it back, and that’s 
a far better problem to have. 

Freewriting: This one is the one that works best for me and that’s an important point. 
All our brains work differently and don’t expect something that works well for everybody else to 
work for you, nor for the very thing that works best for you to work well for everybody else. 
Writing is art, and you will have to find your own best process. Freewriting was the brain-child 
of Peter Elbow sometime back in the seventies, and it saved my bacon many a time back in my 
undergraduate days. What you do is get a lot of paper in front of you, or a blank document on 
your laptop. Point yourself mentally at the topic at hand. Set a timer and then write. But you 
write with a difference. You have to continue putting words on paper every second of the time 
you allot. You cannot ‘stop to think’. Not even for a moment. You MUST keep writing, keep 
putting words on paper/screen for the entire time. I find students can go maybe three to five 
minutes before their hands cramp up. If you’re typing on computer, you can go much longer. 
Students at first think this kind of writing is impossible. But it’s not really when you know a 
couple of things. One, write whatever comes to your head—no editing. So, if you wander off 
into your side of your last fight with your significant other, well then, that’s where you have to 
go for a while. Two, if you actually get to the point where you can’t think of anything to say, 


write that. Over and over. Sooner or later you'll get tired of writing “I can’t think of anything to 
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say” and you'll wander off into another topic, even if it’s to verbally beat up the poor teacher 
that’s making you do all this writing. 

Now, as you may imagine, this fills a lot of paper and with a lot of pure garbage. And 
that’s fine. Remember, the objective here is to break through writer’s block. What often happens 
is somewhere in that four of five pages of senseless ranting, ideas from your subconscious, or 
thoughts you didn’t know you were thinking just sort of float up out of nowhere. You get those 
“Aha!” moments, and shortly after that, you’re tearing off in a new direction with new ideas. 
Writer's block is all gone. I find this especially useful in writing literary analysis because I find 
that my subconscious does a lot of insightful thinking it doesn’t bother to send up to my 
conscious mind. And I often find that a work or idea that perplexes me, if I freewrite about it, 


will come clear in time. 


Stage Two: Drafting: Once you've broken out of writer’s block, focused on a single topic and 
got something on paper, you’re on your way. On your way to what? Well, that is the question. 
A lot of students struggle because they assume that they have to have some kind of clear vision 
of exactly where this thing is going. It is true that sometimes that happens and you just know 
what you want to say. But more often you are feeling your way towards a good piece. This is 
where the intermediate drafts come in. There ought to be at least one. In each of the following 
chapters, some of my former students share their process and you will be able to see how the 
writing grows organically, as with feedback they discover what it is they want to say. 

Nor should you think there’s something wrong with you if you go through several drafts 
at this stage. This is the stage of the most growth and don’t be terribly surprised if your final 
draft that you're ready to clean up to turn in doesn’t look much like your original. You may even 


twist around and change topics slightly or greatly at this point. Give yourself permission to have 
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what you write be as malleable as wet clay here, because this is the wet clay stage. It is the time 


when you can have the most fun composing something that you are pleased with. 


Stage Three: Final Draft: This is where you can untie and un-gag your mental editor and let the 
vicious little jerk loose. Everything in the writing should be strong, muscular prose and every 
word correct and necessary. Don’t rely on your own eyes to do this alone. Get others to look over 
your work—the fact is, you are incapable of seeing your own errors. It is a simple fact of brain 
function. Your brain sees errors it has made as correct, so they are quite literally invisible to you. 
Get someone else to edit you. 

Whereas the second draft stage your writing is wet clay to be added to and changed 
around, here the clay is hard and you are scraping away everything that does not move your 
work toward being flawless. Here’s where the cutting really happens, and be merciless. 
Anything that does not make your piece beautiful and powerful must be eliminated. Don’t stop 


until it’s beautiful, all spelled correctly and formatted correctly. Now, you are finally done. 


Freshman Writer as Artist James Prothero 12 


Reflective Writing: 


In the universe of Frosh Comp, narrative forms of writing usually get passed over. Part of 
the reason is that every class after Frosh Comp demands the student be proficient in expository 
essay, and partly for legal reasons. Narrative simply means story-telling, as a narrator tells a 
story. This leads to two other places. First, the writing tends to be “reflective.” Reflective 
writing is like looking in a mirror—you see yourself, your life, and you draw conclusions and 
insights from your experience. It is roaring good fun to writer, even if the instructor is under 
pressure to skip it. If you like this kind of writing, take some creative writing or creative 
nonfiction classes. That’s pretty much the only place you'll find it. Here in these classes you'll 
find the most intense awareness of the fact that writing is art, with all the joys and headaches art 
entails. But it's still true with expository writing as well. There is no law expository writing 
must be dull and boring, though people act like there is. 

The other place that narrative writing will take you is description. Dense and vivid 
description is the life-blood of this kind of writing. Without it, you drone on and become insipid 
and boring pretty fast. And though people rarely realize it, the universality and the insight 


comes most often through the imagery, that is the things the writer describes in detail. 


Description 
[like to tell my students the same story twice. I tell them it’s a true story and actually 


happened. Here’s the story: 
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Version A: When I was young I was driving and almost got hit by a runaway truck and 
died. It lost its brakes going down hill in the rain and my wipers stopped, so I didn’t see 
it in time. He stopped short of my car. It was scary. 

Version B: When I was a junior in high school, I got an offer to stay on a cousin’s farm in 
South Dakota for the summer. Being a California city boy, this promised to be a real 
adventure. It happened that my aunt and cousin on another side of the family were 
driving from California to Minnesota and I had just learned to drive. So the family 
decided that I should help my aunt drive to Minnesota and get dropped off in South 
Dakota. My first chance to drive came in Mesquite, Nevada, a small town with a diner, a 
single sagging gas station and a dog that slept right out in the road. So for first time I sat 
behind the wheel of a Ford LTD fake-woody wagon, one of those massive station wagons 
that finally pulls out three minutes after you leave, there’s so much car left over. Driving 
it was an exercise in bureaucracy: you swung the wheel or pushed a brake or gas peddle, 
and the car would say, “I'll send that request through committee and get back to you.” 

So [headed northeast on old highway that wound up the cliff side on the north 
wall of the Virgin River canyon. It was two lanes at the time and the right lane going 
towards St George, Utah, ran next to the gorge with only occasional pull outs. As I drove 
up the hill, the sky darkened suddenly as skies will do in the Southwest in monsoon 
season, when roaming thunderheads create darkness, lightning and rain in minutes and 
just as fast blow away, leaving the sunlight to scorch the desert floor. Suddenly, the sky 
went black and drops of rain starting plinking on the windshield, plink, plink, plop! 
Splatter! I found the wiper switch but quickly had to turn it to maximum as bathtubs 


full of water pounded the windshield. 


Freshman Writer as Artist James Prothero 14 


Then in but a few seconds, several things happened. First, the wipers just 
stopped. No one knows why, but in an instant the windshield became a Jackson Pollack 
painting of dark, twisted shapes and colors. I slowed way down. Then my cousin in the 
back seat dived to the floor and my sweet and gracious aunt began making inarticulate 
sounds. By the time I saw what they saw, I saw a tractor-trailer rig coming at me 
sideways. I couldn’t have been going more than ten miles an hour and stopping was 
fairly easy. The rig slid right up to within inches of the hood of my aunt’s car, leaned far 
over the engine for about two million years, then fell back and wobbled to a stop. I was 
probably making a few inarticulate sounds myself. At that moment, the windshield 
wipers chose to start working again. Another four inches and I'd have never written this 


book. 


Which version of the story works best and why? The obvious answer is the second. All my 
students see this, but what they don’t see is that most often when they write description, they 
write like version A. Version B has sensory description, metaphor (“the windshield became a 
Jackson Pollack painting of dark, twisted shapes and colors”) and other techniques to bring the 
writing alive for the reader. When we dig up a memory, all these sensory details and 
impressions come back to us. But when most students go to write that down, they write 
something closer to Version A. In their heads they see, smell, taste, feel and hear all the richness 
of detail. But what doesn’t occur to most student is the simple truth: 

IF YOU DON’T PUT IT ON PAPER THE READER CAN’T GET IT. PERIOD. 
Sorry, that was a bit obnoxious, but imagine being the prof sitting reading a stack of description 
papers that don’t bother to describe. Somewhere in America, it’s happening this very second. 


Sad, very sad. But there it. Students almost invariably underdescribe every time they write. | 
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tell mine to go overboard, and if you think you have too much, do more. And they still don’t do 
it enough. Hit the five senses hard. That is the secret to descriptive writing. The second secret 
is simply this: when students actually do use sensory descriptive writing, they overemphasize 
the visual at the expense of the others. So use all five senses. See the chapters in the stylebook on 
detail, dialogue and metaphor for technique help. Paul Willis describes a his college dorm room 
with dramatic vividness. Notice how many senses he evokes in this short excerpt from his essay: 
Our room had a smell all its own. Many smells, really, which mingled together in 
a subdued excitement. My running shorts hung over the heating pipes and 
breathed an aura of honest sweat. Barry’s record albums lent the miracle aroma of 
rayon. Randy Newman smelled the best, probably. Our bunk bed emanated 
sleep-grimed odors of sheets we forgot to change every Thursday. The textbooks 
published their smells too—you could put your nose right in the crease between 
the covers and breathe deep of printed knowledge, available to all the senses. 
Augustine, Aquinas, Luther—all rich and mellow. But my chemistry text smelled 
clinically abrupt. I could not have tolerated those pages without the pungent 
autumn haze sneaking in through the window. The haze spoke of football 
practices all but finished save the windsprints, and of smiling bald professors, 
stalking home through falling leaves. The tingling haze snuck in past the peeling 
window-ledge and bounced off the cool gray walls and caught us on the 
rebounds, delightfully mixed with the full adventure of all parts of our room. 
This is not some kind of magic he’s doing, though he’s got a good ear and a lot more 
practice than you do. It’s all technique and you can learn it. Sometimes the best help is to see 
someone else’s process a student of Orange Coast College shares their descriptive assignment 


below, and their process. 
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Student Essay in Process: 


by student Simon Ramirez of Orange Coast College 


DRAFT 1 
Simon comments: 

I first started with the assignment to write a descriptive paper, with one piece of advice ringing in my head: 
describe in the five senses, and then when you think you've described enough, describe some more. Piece of cake, 
right? 

It was simple enough to choose a subject; I chose to write about my first race down the 4 mile track, inmy 
rookie year. In thinking of the race and having enough material to write about, I thought I should “drill down”, or 
focus on the minute details of the day, including the drive to northern California. Here’s what I came up with, 1* 
draft. 

My first race of my rookie season was one I will remember forever. The 
arrangement was perfect; drive up from SoCal to Elk grove, restu p, load up the cars for 
the track the next morning and race all day. The plusses were great. I didn’t need to 
keep/maintain a race car, just gas it and go. 

I left Costa Mesa late, which was stillearlier than I should’ve. The 405 and 5 
freeways were not a pretty site on a Friday evening after 5 PM. As I hopped inth the late 
2006 Bland Impala from the friendly rental car place, I could feel the lovely velour seat on 
my legs. This was a nicer car than I was used to driving. There wer eno funny issues 
requiring a wriggling of the ignition key to make it start. There were no fears that it 


would decide to start emanating that heavy metallic smel that an engine makes whjen its 
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overheating. I was not expecting the sweet smell of antifreeze to slowly permeate the 
carpeted interior beneath my flip-flopped feet as the temperature entered the “evil” 
portion of the gage labeled innocently as “H”. No, this car would get me to my 1* race as 
safely as a crossing guard to the opposite side of the street. The working stereo would 
drowned out the sounds of the road at 1 AM that would make me irritable at 2 AM, 
knowing I still had an hour to go. The air conditioning would be just chilling enough to 
make the ahir on my airms feel like little icicles, progressively cooling more and more of 
my forearm, until I regret wearing a tank top. Most importantly, this car wouldget me 
there, and let me over-think every possible scenario that came to mind for the 1‘ race. 

The traffic of the afternoon was incredible, compared to my usual commute. The 
people in the cars next to me had men and women in suits and blouses that looked like 
they had survived a long day in the office. Some smoked cigarettes with all the windows 
open. Some drank cola drinks as if it were a coctail with an umbrella in it. A few had 
very animated conversations ranging from comedic to irate; the man in the Benz was 
shouting away a the telephone, poking his finger deeper and deeper into the person on 
the phone; an attractive twenty-something woman twirled her hair in one hand and her 
her phone in the other. What hand was she steering with? 

None of these people could possibly know they were causing an enormous ripple 
in the timetable to becoming the next John Force of VW drag racing. Didn’t my 
determined grip of the wheel of my gold rented Impala relay this? Sure, they might want 
to get home to beat their kids or eat dinner, but I had to get to Elk grove and my destiny! 

“The Grapevine”, as its know n to those who travel it, tends to peel away those 
that are merely commuting and those that are traveling. Commuters roll off its steep 


incline the way shrieking jets bank away from a formation. The drone of the semis is 
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more pronounced that tne banging bass of the Excursion with low-profile wheels and 
high-profile driver, the further you trek The Grapevine. The gas station in Gorman 
becomes an odd mix of middle-aged white males in funny sandals and wrinkled shorts, 
pumping gas into a bug-checked minivan, housing sleeping children and bored middle- 
aged women. The opposite end of the station houses a middle-aged man in flannel and 
Lee jeans with Justin boots and chewing tobacco writing in a logbook as he watches the 
diesel total rack up. No one notices the idiot grinninf from ear to ear, pumping gas into a 
rental car, thinking of his first race. The grin didn’t leave my face all day or the remaining 
night. 

In the two years I had been making the drive to Elk Grove for a race, never had 
Elk grove looked so beautiful at 3 in the morning. The wet grass of the “Race House” had 


a sweet smell, like a warm glazed donut. 


DRAFT 2 

That was the first draft, written quickly, sloppily and without much loyalty to what I had decided to do. I 
wanted to write about the race, and I stuck myself in the drive to the race. I guessed it would take me another three 
or four pages to reach the actual race. As much as I liked most of the short part I had written, I knew I had to toss 
itallout. Essentially, I zoomed in too far, and got so close to the subject, that I could no longer suitably explain to 
the reader what the heck I was trying to do. Incidentally, I never showed that draft to my classmates for official 


review, since I knew I'd be throwing it out. 
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I can’t say that was a wasted hour. It seems odd to spend time on something, and then toss it out. I think 
the exercise was the actual gold nugget that came from that draft. There’s never wasted words, just wasted lessons 
from the discarded words. 

For the draft my classmates would be reviewing, I came up with a “fast-forward” concept to wrap my 
mind around. I went for the good stuff right away. Get to the car; get to the track; get to the description of the car 


and track; get to the point! Here’s the second draft, which was reviewed. 


There is nothing like the smell of blue leaded 110-octane Sunoco Race gas. It is 
probably less the smell of the gas, more the knowledge of what kind of fun precedes its 
combustion. 

I was offered the drivers seat for one season in a purpose-built race VW with the 
sole goal of attaining the coveted Rookie of the Year title. Bring on the Sunoco. I had 
been crew chief for the race team for many years already, and I was very familiar with the 
race car itself. There wasn’t a detail of the vehicles exterior that had eluded me over the 
course of the previous years. 

[had seen the seat many times. I had assisted the car’s owner many times in the 
staging lanes buckling into this very same seat. Its rigid interior was hidden from sight 
by a vinyl covering with a thin layer of foam and diamond-shaped stitching. The red 
four-point seat belts loosely draped across the door bar and the high side of the seat side 
almost betrayed their purpose of cinching your chest and back into the seat in case of a 
crash. 

The seat was far from being comfortable enough for a cruise, or to pick up 


groceries down the street, or even for extended sitting in the staging lanes while the 
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track was being prepared. This seat was made to keep your backside planted while you 
negotiated steering and shifting the car down the drag strip. The torque of the engine 
behind you would push you into the seat, slightly loosening the seat belts. 

The years I had seen Greg get in and out of that car seemed like a dream the day of 
my first race. It seemed like something I had seen on a documentary so many years 
before, not my own time as a crew chief in the staging lanes. Now, as I began to 
maneuver my wide frame into that little seat made for a much smaller frame, I wondered 
if I could buckle myself in and make it down the track without blowing the engine or 
smoking the clutch, or just make a fool of myself. It had looked so simple those many 
years to take the left seatbelt and throw it over your shoulder, and reach over to the other 
side and throw that strap over. Sliding the lap belts under the two shoulder belts always 
looked easy when Greg did it. When I did it the first time, it looked like I was lacing a 
child’s shoe with boxing gloves on. Not pretty. 

The pep talk I heard from my fellow teammates kept resonating in my ear, as I 
slipped my helmet over my head, “make sure to get out of the gas if the car starts doing 
anything funny or if the power falls off’. What made them think I would recognize 
humor from this seat while screaming down the track? Keeping your foot in it sounds 
good when you're bench racing in the garage with a cold beer in one hand and false 
bravado in the other; the cold beer flows down your throat, lubricating and facilitating 
the half-truths exiting and the false bravado makes them sound right. 

The snug belts and hot fireproof racing jacket sponged away any thoughts of 
being brave in that seat just then. The incessant cackle from the open exhaust behind me 
would vibrate the thoughts of drag racing superstardom right out of my head and into 


my shaking lap. I'll just pick those thoughts up after the race for the garage. 
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The fuzzy padded interior of my new helmet still smelled like the new helmet 
bag, and pressed one of my ears down like a spaniel’s floppy ear. I had to get my ear un- 
tucked before I got moving. The crease in my ear might not directly impede my driving, 
but it sure would keep my mind occupied on something other than driving. Feeling one 
ear contorted into a corn chip could definitely cause me to forget what gear I was in, or 
what gear to shift to the next. It must’ve taken three or four tries to get my ears to stay 


where they should be before I found the right angle to slide my head in. 


FINAL DRAFT 

As you can see, I got right to the point, and started making headway in the direction I had intended to. 
The details were just starting to come to me, and I felt better about trying to establish the details better. I didn’t 
get the full five pages required for the final draft until after the review of the second draft. 

For the most part, my classmates were very kind. They notably enjoyed some of the sillier details, like the 
folding of my ear, and the boxing gloves analogy. What they did comment on was the fact that I'd omitted adding 
real tangible details and also that I had forgotten the one sense I seem to not recall how to describe; taste. The first 
thing I thought was, there’s no tasting in racing. The more I thought about it, the more I figured there were some 


very vivid tastes in racing. Here is the final draft, after one complete re-write, and two reviews: 


Ist Drag Race of My Rookie Year 


There is nothing like the smell of blue leaded 110-octane Sunoco Race gas. It is 


probably less the smell of the gas, more the knowledge of what kind of fun precedes its 


combustion. 
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While enjoying a sunshiny day in the garage with a frosty Mountain Dew in 
Costa Mesa, the owner and operator of Greg’s VW Service of Sacramento CA called me 
up one fine afternoon with some interesting information. Since our move back to 
southern California, we would keep in contact concerning races and such things. His 
call was not a rare one. 

In his most ‘official’ sounding voice, Greg begins with “I’m planning on taking on 
the role of Race Director for our series, and at least for the first season I’m not driving; 
too much to do, too much responsibility.” 

I could almost see him leaning back and tilting his head into the phone. He 
looked like a bad detective in a 70’s TV show on the telephone to one of his informants. 
The only thing I could think of to say to this was “congratulations Gregoh, you've 
wanted to do that for awhile.” In retrospect, I honestly thought he was just sharing 
information to get a pat on the back. Then, it happened. 

“My drivers’ seat’s going to be open all season. You think you could make the 
haul up here and run my car for seven races? The gang talked it over, and you were the 
only person we could think that deserves the seat. You cover gas, transportation; we'll 
sponsor you for the rest.” 

Just like that, I was offered the drivers seat for one season in a purpose-built race 
VW with the sole goal of attaining the coveted Rookie of the Year title. Bring on the 
Sunoco. 

[had been crew chief for the race team for many years already, and I was very 
familiar with the race car itself. There wasn’t a detail of the vehicles exterior that had 
eluded me over the course of the previous years. I had trained myself to notice when the 


rear slicks were a little under their 10-12 psi range. I had learned to notice when the 
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engine sounded a little bogged from the timing being a little retarded or a spark plug 
being fouled. There was the obvious need for tire dressing when the sidewalls got a little 
scuffed from loading and off-loading the car from the trailer. None of these details 
helped me prepare for sitting in the drivers seat. 

[had seen the seat many times. I had assisted the car’s owner many times in the 
staging lanes buckling into this very same seat. Its rigid interior was hidden from sight 
by a vinyl covering with a thin layer of foam and diamond-shaped stitching. The red 
four-point seat belts loosely draped across the door bar and the high side of the seat side 
almost betrayed their purpose of cinching your chest and back into the seat in case of a 
crash. 

The seat was far from being comfortable enough for a cruise, or to pick up 
groceries down the street, or even for extended sitting in the staging lanes while the 
track was being prepared. This seat was made to keep your backside planted while you 
negotiated steering and shifting the car down the satiny-black two-lane ribbon of the 
drag strip. The torque of the engine behind you would mercilessly press you into the stiff 
seat back, slightly loosening the angry embrace of the red seat belts and require your 
fingers to grip the steering wheel and shifter a little tighter to remain in position. 

The years I had seen Greg get in and out of that 1964 VW drag sedan seemed like 
a dream the day of my first race. It seemed like something I had seen on a documentary 
so many years before, not my own time as a crew chief in the staging lanes. Now, as I 
began to maneuver my wide frame into that cruel seat made for a much narrower frame, I 
wondered if I could successfully buckle myself into that time machine and make it down 
the track without scattering the engine or smoking the clutch, or just make a fool of 


myself. It had looked so simple those many years to take the left seatbelt and throw it 
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over your shoulder, and reach over to the other side and throw that strap over. Sliding 
the lap belts under the two shoulder belts always looked easy when Greg did it. When I 
did it the first time, it looked like I was lacing a child’s shoe with boxing gloves on. Not 
pretty. 

The pep talk I heard from my fellow teammates kept resonating in my ear, as I 
slipped my helmet over my head, “make sure to get out of the gas if the car starts doing 
anything funny or if the power falls off’. What made them think I would recognize 
humor from this seat while screaming down the track? Keeping your foot in it sounds 
good when you're bench racing in the garage with a cold beer in one hand and false 
bravado in the other; the cold beer flows down your throat, lubricating and facilitating 
the half-truths exiting and the false bravado makes them sound right. 

The snug belts and hot fireproof racing jacket sponged away any thoughts of 
being brave in that seat just then. The incessant cackle from the open exhaust behind me 
would vibrate the thoughts of drag racing superstardom right out of my head and into 
my shaking lap. I'll just pick those thoughts up after the race for the garage. 

The fuzzy padded interior of my new helmet still smelled like the new helmet 
bag, and pressed one of my ears down like a spaniel’s floppy ear. I had to get my ear un- 
tucked before I got moving. The crease in my ear might not directly impede my driving, 
but it sure would keep my mind occupied on something other than driving. Feeling one 
ear contorted into a corn chip could definitely cause me to forget what gear I was in, or 
what gear to shift to the next. It must’ve taken three or four tries to get my ears to stay 
where they should be before I found the right angle to slide my head in. Sliding the 


helmet on and off a few times, the fuzzy padded interior picked up a lot of sweat that 
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would stay there the rest of the season. It also kept the salty taste of sweat from my 
mouth, which would've been like a monsoon against the parched desert it had become. 

A slight stretch against the shoulder belts allowed me to reach the ignition. A 
quick flick of the cold ignition key caused the entire car to shudder a bit. The Autometer 
tachometer’s orange needle darted effortlessly from one to three with the short tickle of 
my foot on the gas pedal, unerringly reporting the engine’s revolutions per minute. The 
coinciding growl coming from the rear of the car was nearly deafening. I glanced up to 
the rear view mirror to see the wing’s outline vibrating in the back window. The 
polycarbonate windows rattled and resonated to the rhythm the pistons were putting 
down. Lack of sound deadening throughout the car and solid engine mounts magnified 
every sound from the throw out bearing to the rear pulley. The steering wheel sat at a 
slight angle to the right, begging to be straightened for the short jaunt down the strip. I 
took the shifter into my right hand, depressed the heavy clutch pedal with my shaking 
left foot and slid the car into first gear with a smooth upward motion. With a quick blip 
of the throttle and slow retraction of my left foot, I was under way. 

The steering was light, as I drove my car around the burnout box and into the 
pre-staging area. A quick glance into the vibrating mirror, and methodical gear change to 
reverse put the rear tires into the burnout box. The sounds the car was making and the 
pounding of my own heart drowned out the fear I had been flirting with the past few 
minutes. 

There was nothing on earth but this car, the track, and myself. 

I slid the car into second gear, pumped the brake pedal three times and engaged 
the staging brake. The innocent little unlabeled red button on the dash seemed bigger 


when I was in the staging lanes. Now it seemed like a little dot. With the front tires 
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locked, I brought the engine to a sharp and steady 4K RPM before sidestepping the 
clutch and spinning the rear slicks, with the RPM hovering just below 6000. The engine 
does not sound at all forced as it punishes the slicks into warm smoky submission. 
Disengaging the staging brake while my right foot still enabling the tires abuse, I slid the 
car into a rolling burnout ending with the rear tires grabbing at the track and giving me a 
sneak peek at what kind of traction I would be feeling in a few moments. Once stopped, 
I realize how overpowering the smell of burning race gas and melting racing slicks can 
be. That could've easily been one of the most giggle-causing causing scents I’ve ever 
known. The sweet smell of partially burnt leaded fuel and the acrid vaporized tire smoke 
fused together, clearing my helmet’s protection and implanting that taste forever in my 
mind. It was the kind of scent that deposits itself deep enough to taste it. 

I slid the car into first gear and slowly moved the front tires into the pre-stage 
beam. I pump the brake three more times, and activate that little red button again to 
lock the front tires. With a slight push of the gas and slight slip of the clutch, I preload 
the transmission and activate the staging beam. I clumsily move the RPMs from 2000 to 
4000 with the slightest graze of the pedal and wait for the third amber light to illuminate 
and signal my departure. I can feel the car being held up by the little red button and 
nothing else. 

In that moment, the car and I sit compressed into a ball of cold steel and shaking 
flesh, ready for an explosive release. I couldn’t hold that button and the clutch for too 
much longer! 

As the starting light finally activated the first, then the second, then the third 
amber, a few things happened nearly simultaneously; my index finger released the 


staging brake, the left foot sidestepped the heavy clutch pedal, my right foot tried to exit 
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the bottom of the floorboard, and my head hit the stiff seat back. The car behaved as it 
had always performed. The front tires lifted off the road surface approximately four 
inches, the rear tires wrinkled as the bit into the sticky asphalt, and the engine bellowed 
and shook itself down the track. The shudder from the front end returning to terra firma 
was enough to remind me to get my head off the seat back and get back to driving. 
Without lifting the gas pedal, I simultaneously stab the heavy clutch pedal and bang the 
next gear as I had done a thousand times in my own VW street racer just before the 
orange needle crests the 6000 RPM mark. Third and fourth gear changes go exactly as 
planned, without a hitch or a burble. 

The last 13 seconds of my life had just buzzed by at what felt like a much slower 
clip. It seemed like last week I was trying to get into the little seat, now 13 seconds later 
I was looking for the second track exit. My first race was under my belt, and just a 


precursor to greater things. 


Brainstorms—Topics for Description 


a trip you had that went well 

a trip you had that was a pure disaster 

your favorite place on the planet 

a concert you attended 

your finest moment in high school 

your most dreadful moment in high school 

the art of fly-fishing, skiing, playing tennis or any other physical activity felt through the 


whole body 
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8. afar place you have traveled to 

9. an intense food experience you’ve had 

10. being in an earthquake 

ll. being in an accident 

12. being in a fire 

13. being in a flood 

14. surviving a tornado 

15. surviving a hurricane 

16. amemory you can’t forget, like where you were when the Challenger exploded or 
Kennedy was assassinated or some other shocking national event 

17. agood party you attended 

18. adud party you attended 

19. witnessing the birth of your child 


20. giving birth to a child 
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Narration 

Narration and description are both generally narrative forms of writing—that is, they are 
told like a narration, like a story. First one thing happened, then the second thing, the third 
thing, etc. See the chapter in the stylebook about the right use of the thesis in narrative writing. 
There are some obvious things you will need to think about in constructing a narration. First, it 
has got to have an opening, a middle and an end. [ bet you figured that out without me telling 
you. What may not occur to you is that this structure has to be about some sort of conflict. 
Without conflict, writing, in fact, life in general, gets pretty boring very fast. Second, you have 
to choose a point of view. First person is the easiest and most obvious choice. After all, more 
than anything else, you are telling a story. Narration is the most natural form of writing because 
it is close to the thing we all do around campfires and gym lockers and over drinks: we tell 
stories. It’s an eminently human thing to do. We are story-makers. 

Another thing to consider is time. There is time as it actually unrolls with the ticking of 
the clock, chronological time and time as it seems to pass to a narrator mentally, psychological 
time. As you build you story, your conflict rising to resolution, you will have to be aware of 
these. But most important is detail—pulling the camera in tight. Most students summarize 
events like in story A of the previous chapter. You will have to make your narration full of 
scenes. Now is a good time to go to the chapter in the stylebook on detail. Lastly, you must 
understand that these modes, description, narration and the rest, are not like grapefruit slices 


that have little walls between them. When you describe, you are most likely going to narrate, 
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and vice versa. So practice all the skills you used in the descriptive chapter, but add more of a 
conflict and a structure. 
The student essay below is an assignment I often use for narrative. In it, the writer 


narrates a story to answer the deceptively simple question, “Who are you?” 


Student Essay in Process: 
by student Richard Martin of Orange Coast College 
DRAFT 1 

Richard Martin 

Dr. Prothero 

English 100 


July 9, 2007 


Who Am P 

When my father died, my mother and I moved to Arizona. My life changed 
drastically then. I spent most of my time with my dad because my parents were divorced 
and when he died I was very sad. My mom told me that we were going to Arizona. To be 
with family, she said. I never asked her about the family I was leaving behind or the 
friends or the life ’'d had until then. 

My aunt had four kids. Michael, Matthew, Nicky and Levi. I used to play with 
them when I was little, before I can even remember. I used to know their names too, but 
the summer after my dad's death, when I was eight years old, I introduced myself to these 


kids who were my cousins as if wed just met. 
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They were a very close family. Both my aunt ad uncle had been heavily into drugs 
before they claim they found Jesus. In my eight year old mind, I wondered who exactly 
thought he was lost in the first place. 

Still, living with my aunt was certainly a culture shock. My mom and I, never 
paticularly religious, would sit through church every Sunday and listen to them as they 
told us about the Christian religion. Stories I might have been interested in when I was 
younger, but not anymore. 

Their house was fairly small. It had for bedrooms but there were eight of us in 
total and we often fit three to a room. I would sleep with my oldest cousin and my 
youngest. 

The death of my dad didn’t hit me all at once. I don’t even remember crying while 
he was in the hospital (I’ve done a lot since) and when my mother told me he had died, I 
said all right and I went out to play with my friends. A few years later, I struggled with 
the guilt I felt for never crying, even at his death bed. 

Living at my aunt’s house those first few months was living constantly worried 
and constantly uncomfortable. I worried I’'d say the wrong thing, I worried that someone 
would catch me open my eyes during prayers and I worried that my uncle would find out 
somehow that I didn’t believe in God. I'd kneel and think about my old house and my old 
friends and my old life—a life that I still felt I'd return to, somehow—while pretending 
to pray before bed. 

On day, my cousin came up to me and asked me if I smoked. 


If 1 smoked? Did he really ask me that? I was eight years old, for crying out loud! 
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The answer I gave should be obvious. I told him I did. Which was, of course, a lie 
but I was eight years old and my cousin was almost thirteen and infinitely cooler than 
myself. If he smoked I thought then I would too. 

And thats what we did. We stole cigarettes from our parents. 

I admit, even now, that it was fun. Hiding from my younger cousins while we 
smoked together, keeping it from our parents. We bonded and I think and it made my 
aunt’s house a lot more bearable. 

When my mom found an apartment a couple houtr’s drive from my aunt’s house, I 
told my cousins that I would come visit and my mom told my aunt and uncle that we'd 
come visit. For Easter, maybe. We packed up all our earthly belongings (about 2 
suitcases of clothes and a shopping bag of my toys and books) and headed to our new 
place. 

For a while, I stole cigarettes from my mom and smoked them across the street 
near a liquor store, before I realized that I didn’t really want to. I spent a lot of time in my 
room listening to music or reading Goosebumps books or studying for school. My mom 
always talked about going and seeing my cousins again, but we never really did. She 
worried because I had no friends. She said that me spending so much time alone in my 
room was unhealthy for me. 

After a while I made friends. I got good grades in elementary school and my forth 
grade teacher, Mrs. King told me that I was going to be a writer someday after reading 
one of my short stories. 

After fifth grade, I was sick of Arizona and so was my mom. She’d had a bad 


relationship while we lived in Tempe and she was hardly making enough money to pay 
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for rent each month. It was hard to leave my friends again, but at least this time I was 
happy to move. I was happy with where we were moving. 

As soon as my mom had saved up enough and as soon as we said our goodbyes we 
left for California again. 

I guess some part of me expected to return to everything I'd left four years before. 
I'd meet up with my old friends we'd talk about where I'd gone and what I did. We 
would exchange stories and I'd go to their school ad everything would be great. 

Nothing was great. I never got to see my old friends again and it was like starting 
all over again. I enrolled in school, listened to music and read Science Fiction books. 

My mom stopped telling me that it was unhealthy for me to stay in my room all 
day. In fact, when she wasn’t working she stayed in her room all day. We didn’t speak to 
my aunt or uncle or cousins very much. We didn’t speak to each other very much, either. 

I wasn’t terribly lonely. I hung out with friends after school and did normal 
teenager things like watch T.V., play computer games and eat a lot of food. But still, 
whenever I got home, I felt as if I had this weight on my shoulders. A loneliness that 
spending time with friends after school or hanging out and seeing a movie on the 
weekends couldn’t get rid of. As soon as I went into my bedroom and lay down or sat at 
my computer, I felt like I was all alone. Which, I guess I was. Usually my mom wasn’t 
home and usually I was home by myself. 

It was sometime around eighth grade, going into high school that I started 
writing. I hung out with my friends less and spent more time by myself, convinced that 
they didn’t really like hanging out with me anyway. 

I'm not sure what it was, but after a while I stopped feeling so lonely and I 


stopped living in self-pity. It was probably my friends who helped me through this 
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time—the ones who stuck around—or my teachers. Most likely though, it was a girl I'd 
met in French class and talked to every day. She certainly helped my poor attendance in 
any case. 

I failed French anyway. 

All through high school I kept writing. I slowly realized that it was something I 
could do pretty well and something I enjoyed doing. I did petty decent in my English 
classes (no comment on my math grades) and I liked to show one of my teachers my 
short stories. Like my fourth grade teacher, Mrs. King, she also told me that I would be a 
writer. It made sense to me. 

Looking back at myself before my dad passed away, I can’t imagine that boy— 
myself at eight years old—ever becoming who I am today. Especially without all the 
unfortunate circumstances I had to go through. When I was younger, Id wish my dad 
was still alive and I still lived with him and still had my same friends, but I’ve realized 


that that’s not what I want at all anymore. I like where I am now and who I am now. 


Richard comments: 

The first rough draft had very different first and last paragraphs. I didn’t go into much detail I don’t think 
that there was really a solid conclusion or point the writing. A lot of it was changed, spelling errors and parts that 
didn’t really flow well. There were a few parts though, that I kept the same into the final draft. In the first draft, I 
felt that I was trying to cover too much time. I wrote about years of my life in just a few pages so I was looking for 


some sort of central point to focus on and I don’t think I really found it in my first draft. 
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DRAFT 2 
Richard Martin 
Dr. Prothero 
English 100 


July 9, 2007 


Who Am I? 

When my father died, my mother’s first decision was to move away and take me 
along. My life changed drastically then. I spent most of my time with my dad because my 
parents were divorced. My mother’s solution to all this? Take me away from everything | 
know. Take me to Arizona to live with my aunt in her sort of small, sort of shabby house. 
To be with family, she said. What about the family I was leaving behind? I never asked. 
What about my friends and my school and the neighbor who lived in the house behind 
ours, who used to invite me over for lemonade and watered our yard when we were out 
of town? What about the dogs who used to bark madly when we ran sticks across the 
fence around their yard? I never asked her that either. 

My aunt, it turns out, had four kids. Michael, Matthew, Nicky and Levi, ages 
twelve, eight, six and five, respectively. When I was little I used to play with them. 
Apparently. I used to know their names too, but the summer after my dad’s death, when 
I was eight years old, I introduced myself to these kids who were my cousins as if we’d 
just met. In my mind, we had. 

They were a very close family. Both my aunt and uncle had been heavily into 
drugs before they claim they found Jesus. In my eight-year-old mind, I wondered who 


exactly thought he was lost in the first place. 
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Still, living with my aunt was certainly a culture shock. My mom and I, never 
particularly religious, would sit through church every Sunday and listen to them as they 
told us about the Christian religion. Stories I might have been interested in when I was 
younger, but not anymore. 

Their house was fairly small; it had four bedrooms but there were eight of us in 
total and we often fit three to a room. I would sleep with my oldest cousin and my 
youngest. 

The death of my dad didn’t hit me all at once. I don’t even remember crying while 
he was in the hospital (I’ve done a lot since) and when my mother told me he had died, I 
said all right and I went out to play with my friends. A few years later, I struggled with 
the guilt I felt for never crying, even at his death bed. 

My mom tells me now that she wishes she’d taken me to see a psychiatrist. 

Living at my aunt’s house those first few months was living constantly worried 
and constantly uncomfortable. I worried I'd say the wrong thing, I worried that someone 
would catch me open my eyes during prayers and I worried that my uncle would find out 
somehow that I didn’t believe in God. I'd kneel and think about my old house and my old 
friends and my old life—a life that I still felt ’'d return to, somehow—while pretending 
to pray before bed. 

[not only walked, but slept and showered and ate and talked, swam, ran and laid 
on eggshells at my aunt’s house. My uncle’s house. My stranger cousin’s house. 

That is until my oldest cousin, Michael—four years older than myself—came up 
to me one day while I was grabbing a snack out of the fridge and asked me if I smoked. 

“Cigarettes?” I asked. 


“Yeah,” he told me. 
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If 1 smoked? Did he really ask me that? I was eight years old, for crying out loud! 

Since then, I’ve thought a great deal about this point in my life and come to the 
conclusion that my cousin was not quite the popular stud he claimed to be. Who asks 
their eight-year-old cousin to smoke cigarettes with them? 

The answer I gave should be obvious. I told him I did. Which was, of course, a lie 
but I was eight years old and my cousin was almost thirteen and infinitely cooler than 
myself. If he smoked, I thought, then I would too. 

And that’s what we did. We spent much of our time stealing cigarettes from our 
parents. Full cigarettes out of their packs if we thought it was safe to do so and the butts 
out of their ashtrays when we were desperate. Well, when he was desperate. I never got 
addicted. I never inhaled, either. 

T admit, even now, that it was fun. Hiding from my younger cousins while we 
smoked together, keeping it from our parents. We bonded and I think and it made my 
aunt’s house a lot more bearable. 

We stayed up late, smoking in the shed in the backyard and I listened to him 
telling me about all the drugs I’m certain now he never did and all the girls ’'m certain 
now he’d never slept with. 

When I lived with my non-religious, smoking, cursing and hollering dad who 
loved kung-fu movies and shoot-em-up Westerns, I wanted to be a magician and travel 
the world performing illusions to audiences. While I was living with my aunt and uncle, 
spending time with my cousins, hiding from my mother and smoking cigarettes, I only 
wanted to do as many drugs as my cousin said he’d done and have sex with girls. 

When my mom found an apartment a couple hours’ drive from my aunt’s house, I 


told my cousins that I would come visit and my mom told my aunt and uncle that we’d 


Freshman Writer as Artist James Prothero 38 


come visit. For Easter, maybe. We packed up all our earthly belongings (about 2 
suitcases of clothes and a shopping bag of my toys and books) and headed to our new 
place. 

For a while, I stole cigarettes from my mom and smoked them across the street 
near a liquor stoe, before I realized that I didn’t really want to. I spent a lot of time in my 
room listening to music or reading Goosebumps books or studying for school. My mom 
always talked about going and seeing my cousins again, but we never really did. She 
worried because I had no friends. She said that me spending so much time alone in my 
room was unhealthy for me. 

After a while I made friends. I got good grades in elementary school and my forth 
grade teacher, Mrs. King told me that I was going to be a writer someday after reading 
one of my short stories. It was something about a young kid, a mad scientist and a 
baseball that grew to massive size and flew the kid around the world. My teacher told 
me to dedicate my first book to her. 

After fifth grade, I was sick of Arizona and so was my mom. She’d had a bad 
relationship while we lived in Tempe and she was hardly making enough money to pay 
for rent each month. It was hard to leave my friends again, but at least this time I was 
happy to move. I was happy with where we were moving. 

As soon as my mom had saved up enough and as soon as we said our goodbyes to 
all the family that spending time with was so healthy for me, we left for California. 
Again. 

I guess some part of me expected to return to everything I'd left four years before. 
I'd meet up with my old friends, we'd talk about where I'd gone and what I did. We 


would exchange stories and I'd go to their school and everything would be great. No, I 
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hadn’t really played all that much soccer in Arizona even though I loved it before I 
moved. I hadn’t built a tree fort or ridden a bicycle hardly at all and I didn’t watch 
cartoons as much anymore. But we’d still get along. I was still the same. 

I wasn’t, of course. There’s a big difference, I slowly began to realize, between 
being eight years old and being almost thirteen. Especially when your dad died and you 
moved away from everything you were familiar with. 

I didn’t ever go see my old friends even though we moved to Huntington Beach, 
only ten miles or so away from where I lived with my dad. What I did do was enroll in 
school, listen to music and read Science Fiction books. 

My mom stopped telling me that it was unhealthy for me to stay in my room all 
day. In fact, when she wasn’t working (not too often, as she had two jobs) she stayed in 
her room all day. We didn’t speak to my aunt or uncle or cousins very much. We didn’t 
speak to each other very much, either. 

Friends always come, it seems, even when you're not looking for them. I made 
some friends, most of whom I'd stop speaking to by high school, but a few who stuck 
around, 

I wasn’t terribly lonely. I hung out with friends after school and did normal 
teenager things like watch T.V., play computer games and eat a lot of food. But still, 
whenever I got home, I felt as if I had this weight on my shoulders. A loneliness that 
spending time with friends after school or hanging out and seeing a movie on the 
weekends couldn’t get rid of. As soon as I went into my bedroom and lay down or sat at 
my computer, I felt like I was all alone. Which, I guess I was. Usually my mom wasn’t 


home and usually I was home by myself. 
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It was sometime around eighth grade, going into high school that I started 
writing. I hung out with my friends less and spent more time by myself, convinced that 
they didn’t really like hanging out with me anyway. 

I'm not sure what it was, but after a while I stopped feeling so lonely and I 
stopped living in self-pity. I stopped writing the terrible poetry and I stopped staying 
home by myself all the time and put more effort into the relationship I felt was dwindling 
with my mother. It was probably my friends who helped me through this time—the ones 
who stuck around—or my teachers (the nice ones, anyway). Most likely though, it was a 
girl ’'d met in French class and talked to every day. She certainly helped my poor 
attendance in any case. 

I failed French anyway. 

All through high school, I kept writing. I slowly realized that it was something I 
could do pretty well and something I enjoyed doing. I did pretty decent in my English 
classes (no comment on my math grades) and I liked to show one of my teachers my 
short stories. Like my fourth grade teacher, Mrs. King, she also told me that I would be a 
writer. It made sense to me. 

Looking back at myself before my dad passed away, I can’t imagine that boy— 
myself at eight years old—ever becoming who I am today. Especially without all the 
unfortunate circumstances I had to go through. When I was younger, I’d wish my dad 
was still alive and I still lived with him and still had my same friends, but I’ve realized 
that that’s not what I want at all anymore. I like where I am now and who I am now. 

Without moving to Arizona, I don’t think I'd ever read so much. Without living 


with my aunt, I don’t think I'd ever learn to really think for myself. Without moving back 
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here, I’'d never meet the girl I’m still in love with and the friends I still have and without 


my dad passing away, I don’t think I'd ever be myself. 


By the second draft, my intro paragraph was much more fleshed out. I expanded on a lot of paragraphs, 
giving more details about how I felt during this time in my life. The last paragraph, I think gave the essay more of a 


point, expanding on the theme. 


FINAL DRAFT 
Richard Martin 
Dr. Prothero 
English 100 


July 9, 2007 


Who Am I? 

When my father died, my mother’s first decision was to move away and take me 
along. My life changed drastically then. I spent most of my time with my dad because my 
parents were divorced. My mother’s solution to all this? Take me away from everything | 
know. Take me to Arizona to live with my aunt in her sort of small, sort of shabby house. 
To be with family, she said. What about the family I was leaving behind? I never asked. 
What about my friends and my school and the neighbor who lived in the house behind 
ours, who used to invite me over for lemonade and watered our yard when we were out 
of town? What about the dogs who used to bark madly when we ran sticks across the 


fence around their yard? I never asked her that either. 
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My aunt, it turns out, had four kids. Michael, Matthew, Nicky and Levi, ages 
twelve, eight, six and five, respectively. When I was little—littler, anyway—l used to play 
with them. Apparently. I used to know their names too, but the summer after my dad's 
death, when I was eight years old, I introduced myself to these kids who were my 
cousins as if we'd just met. In my mind, we had. 

They were a very close family. Both my aunt and uncle had been heavily into 
drugs before they claim they found Jesus. In my eight-year-old mind, I wondered who 
exactly thought he was lost in the first place. 

Still, living with my aunt was certainly a culture shock. My mom and I, never 
particularly religious, would sit through church every Sunday, listen to Christian rock on 
the way there and back, watch T.V. that only went up to channel thirteen and laugh— 
always quietly to ourselves—every time my uncle changed the channel after hearing 
someone say “God damn”. We would eat the food they cooked and drink the cheap milk 
they bought. The food was disgusting sometimes and I can recall vividly a macaroni dish 
my aunt made several times that tasted like melted plastic. 

Their house was fairly small; it had four bedrooms but there were eight of us in 
total and we often fit three to a room. I would sleep with my oldest cousin and my 
youngest. We shared a room that smelled of spoiled food and sweat and looked as if a 
hurricane had danced through, tossing articles of clothing and magazines and empty 
snack wrappers here and there. | tried to spend as much time as I could away from the 
room. 

The death of my dad didn’t hit me all at once. I don’t even remember crying while 


he was in the hospital (I’ve done a lot since) and when my mother told me he had died, I 


Freshman Writer as Artist James Prothero 43 


said all right and I went out to play with my friends. A few years later, I struggled with 
the guilt I felt for never crying, even at his death bed. 

My mom tells me now that she wishes she’d taken me to see a psychiatrist. 

Living at my aunt’s house those first few months was living constantly worried 
and constantly uncomfortable. I worried I'd say the wrong thing, I worried that someone 
would catch me open my eyes during prayers and I worried that my uncle would find out 
somehow that I didn’t believe in God. I'd kneel and think about my old house and my old 
friends and my old life—a life that I still felt ’'d return to, somehow—while pretending 
to pray before bed. 


My mom thought all of this was healthy for me. Family, she said, was healthy for 


[not only walked, but slept and showered and ate and talked, swam, ran and laid 
on eggshells at my aunt’s house. My uncle’s house. My stranger cousin’s house. 

That is until my oldest cousin, Michael—four years older than myself—came up 
to me one day while I was grabbing a snack out of the fridge and asked me if I smoked. 

“Cigarettes?” I asked. I felt my cheeks flush and knew that my face was pink as a 
pig’s. 

“Yeah,” he told me. I still remember the way he said it; trying to be nonchalant, he 
wouldn’t even look at me but instead pretended to be looking in the cabinets for 
something to eat. 

If 1 smoked? Did he really ask me that? I was eight years old, for crying out loud! 

Since then, I’ve thought a great deal about this point in my life and come to the 
conclusion that my cousin was not quite the popular stud he claimed to be. Who asks 


their eight-year-old cousin to smoke cigarettes with them? 
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The answer I gave should be obvious. I told him I did. Which was, of course, a lie 
but I was eight years old and my cousin was almost thirteen and infinitely cooler than 
myself. If he smoked, I thought, then I would too. 

And that’s what we did. We spent much of our time stealing cigarettes from our 
parents. Full cigarettes out of their packs if we thought it was safe to do so and the butts 
out of their ashtrays when we were desperate. Well, when he was desperate. I never got 
addicted. I never inhaled, either. The smell of smoke now masked the other smells in the 
room we shared—thick and billowing under the door. I remember the smoke being like a 
form, a fluid and gray figure that told me all the risks I was taking all the while smelling 
like something sick and strong. 

Tadmit, even now, that it was fun. Hiding from my younger cousins while we 
smoked together, keeping it from our parents. The secrecy. We bonded and I think if it 
wasn’t for my cousin and our nicotine secret, | couldn’t have survived those next few 
months of early Sundays, Christian rock and thirteen channels. 

We stayed up late, smoking in the shed in the backyard and I listened to him 
telling me about all the drugs I’m certain now he never did and all the girls ’'m certain 
now he’d never slept with. We also kept an ear or an eye out for my younger cousins or 
our parents, but most times we'd hear nothing but the empty Arizona sky’s wind 
whistling past and through us. 

When I lived with my non-religious, smoking, cursing and hollering dad who 
loved kung-fu movies and shoot-em-up Westerns, I wanted to be a magician and travel 
the world performing illusions to audiences. While I was living with my aunt and uncle, 
spending time with my cousins, hiding from my mother and smoking cigarettes, I only 


wanted to do as many drugs as my cousin said he’d done and have sex with girls. 
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When my mom found an apartment a couple hour’s drive from my aunt’s house, I 
told my cousins that I would come visit and my mom told my aunt and uncle that we'd 
come visit. For Easter, maybe. We packed up all our earthly belongings (about 2 
suitcases of clothes and a shopping bag of my toys and books) and headed to our new 
place. 

For a while, I stole cigarettes from my mom and smoked them across the street 
near a liquor store. Standing in the scalding hot sun, sweat running down the sides of my 
face and choking on a cigarette. It wasn’t long before I realized that without my cousin 
and our nicotine secret, I really had no desire or reason to smoke. I spent a lot of time in 
my room listening to music or reading Goosebumps books or studying for school. My mom 
always talked about going and seeing my cousins again, but we never really did. She 
worried because I had no friends. 

She said that me spending so much time alone in my room was unhealthy for me. 

After a while I made friends. I got good grades in elementary school and my forth 
grade teacher, Mrs. King told me that I was going to be a writer someday after reading 
one of my short stories. It was something about a young kid, a mad scientist and a 
baseball that grew to massive size and flew the kid around the world. My teacher told 
me to dedicate my first book to her. 

After fifth grade, I was sick of Arizona and so was my mom. She’d had a bad 
relationship while we lived in Tempe and she was hardly making enough money to pay 
for rent each month. It was hard to leave my friends again, but at least this time I was 


happy to move. I was happy with where we were moving. 
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As soon as my mom had saved up enough and as soon as we said our goodbyes to 
all the family that spending time with was so healthy for me, we left for California. 
Again. 

I guess some part of me expected to return to everything I'd left four years before. 
I'd meet up with my old friends, we'd talk about where I'd gone and what I did. We 
would exchange stories and I'd go to their school and everything would be great. No, | 
hadn’t really played all that much soccer in Arizona even though I loved it before I 
moved. I hadn’t built a tree fort or ridden a bicycle hardly at all and I didn’t watch 
cartoons as much anymore. But we’d still get along. I was still the same. 

I wasn’t, of course. There’s a big difference, I slowly began to realize, between 
being eight years old and being almost thirteen. Especially when your dad died and you 
moved away from everything you were familiar with. 

I didn’t ever go see my old friends even though we moved to Huntington Beach, 
only ten miles or so away from where I lived with my dad. What I did do was enroll in 
school, listen to music and read Science Fiction books. 

My mom stopped telling me that it was unhealthy for me to stay in my room all 
day. In fact, when she wasn’t working (not too often, as she had two jobs) she stayed in 
her room all day. We didn’t speak to my aunt or uncle or cousins very much. We didn’t 
speak to each other very much, either. 

Friends always come, it seems, even when you're not looking for them. I made 
some friends, most of whom I'd stop speaking to by high school, but a few who stuck 
around, 

I wasn’t terribly lonely. I hung out with friends after school and did normal 


teenager things like watch T.V., play computer games and eat a lot of food. But still, 
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whenever I got home, I felt as if I had this weight on my shoulders. A loneliness that 
spending time with friends after school or hanging out and seeing a movie on the 
weekends couldn’t get rid of. As soon as I went into my bedroom and lay down or sat at 
my computer, I felt like I was all alone. Which, I guess I was. Usually my mom wasn’t 
home and usually I was home by myself. 

It was sometime around eighth grade, going into high school that I started 
writing. I hung out with my friends less and spent more time by myself, convinced that 
they didn’t really like hanging out with me anyway. Normal teenaged angst, I guess. I 
thought about my dad dying and my mom it seems | never saw and about the girls who 
didn’t notice me. I wrote awful poetry that I now deny was ever mine. I also started a 
Science Fiction novel that I wrote for over two years. A novel I still have stored on my 
computer, unfinished. 

I'm not sure what it was, but after a while I stopped feeling so lonely and I 
stopped living in self-pity. I stopped writing the terrible poetry and I stopped staying 
home by myself all the time and put more effort into the relationship I felt was dwindling 
with my mother. It was probably my friends who helped me through this time—the ones 
who stuck around—or my teachers (the nice ones, anyway). Most likely though, it was a 
girl ’'d met in French class and talked to every day. She certainly helped my poor 
attendance in any case. 

I failed French anyway. 

All through high school, I kept writing. I slowly realized that it was something I 
could do pretty well and something I enjoyed doing. I did pretty decent in my English 


classes (no comment on my math grades) and I liked to show one of my teachers my 
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short stories. Like my fourth grade teacher, Mrs. King, she also told me that I would be a 
writer. It made sense to me. 

Looking back at myself before my dad passed away, I can’t imagine that boy— 
myself at eight years old—ever becoming who I am today. Especially without all the 
unfortunate circumstances I had to go through. When I was younger, I’d wish my dad 
was still alive and I still lived with him and still had my same friends, but I’ve realized 
that that’s not what I want at all anymore. | like where I am now and who I am now. 

Without moving to Arizona, I don’t think I'd ever read so much. Without living 
with my aunt, I don’t think I'd ever learn to really think for myself. Without moving back 
here, I’'d never meet the girl I’m still in love with and the friends I still have and without 


my dad passing away, I don’t think I'd ever be myself. 


The third draft isn’t too much different than the second. I wrote a bit more sensory details about living in 


my aunt’s house. I fixed some paragraphs and expanded them until I was happy with it. 


Brainstorms—Topics for Narration 


1. 


on 


a meaningful journey in your life 

when you discovered a truth from an experience 

the story of a tragic event in history and perhaps three individuals who were victims or 
survivors 

the weirdest thing that ever happened to you 

the weirdest thing that ever happened to someone you know, as told by you 

your first date 


your worst date (assuming that they’re not the same thing) 
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10. 


ut 


12 


13, 


14. 


15. 


16. 


Ie 


18. 


19. 


D0 


your first (second, third, etc) significant other—and the outcome 

your first marriage—and its outcome 

the loss of people you have loved to either death or just moving on 

a before and after snapshot of 20 years ago to now—my, how things change 
finding your favorite and best dog (cat, fish, pterodactyl, whatever) 

how you got your first job 

the time you lost (fired or otherwise) a really crappy job 

the moment you triumphed when you least expected it 

the wildest thing you ever did (sky-diving, etc) 

how you would rewrite the ending to a favorite or not-so-favorite book 

the moment you most deeply embarrassed yourself in public 

a moment that you would relive if you could turn back time 

the alternate history of something-or-rather if you could alter a choice you made in the 


past 
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Expository Writing: 

Expository writing argues and explains. If you think about it, those two things are really 
two sides of the coin for one thing. For to argue means to explain your position and to explain 
means to argue for your interpretation. The vast majority of academic writing you'll be expected 
to do is expository. And usually instructors design classes so that all or almost all of the writing 
is expository. There are several “modes” out there. I have chosen five here, though there are 
arguably at least seven. These are some of the most common ones. I’m assuming that your 
instructor is using this in conjunction with a reader that probably covers all of them, so I don’t 
feel the need to cover more than some of the main ones. 

Expository is a very different structure than narrative. This is important, because though 
you may use some of the techniques of narrative writing in expository essay, the focus remains 
outward. Narrative focuses inward and tells a story from your point of view. Expository looks 
out into the world, which is why academia and the business world prefer it. You have crossed 
the border into the Expository Zone. From here on out, you are arguing and explaining, not 
telling a story. The thesis is going to be out front. If you go into creative writing, you will use the 
narrative form. But no matter which academic field you go into, you will use expository. 
Expository writing is the form of academic and business writing. And whereas story telling is 


natural to us, explaining and arguing take more thought and self-editing. This form is a little 


harder. 
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Compare and Contrast 

Of all the modes that I’m going to discuss in this book, compare and contrast is going to 
be the most useful. You will use it in almost any discipline or business field, as you compare two 
authors or arguments, or two possible courses of action for your business. You have two ways 
that you can approach this: subject-by-subject and point-by-point. In subject-by-subject, you 
first talk about A, and then when you've exhausted that, you talk about B. In point-by-point you 
jump back and forth rapidly between A and B. Point-by-point tends to make your voice more 
frantic, often even humorous, and can be confusing if not handled carefully. Subject-by-subject 
on the other hand can be slow and dignified, even to the point of putting your reader to sleep. 
You may find that you mix the two approaches up to get the right voice for your piece. 

With this, as with all the other modes in expository, you must get your thesis up front 
somewhere. | usually say that you should do it within the first three paragraphs. If you don’t 
define where you're intending to go, by using a thesis, you will end up wandering everywhere 
and not knowing when or how to end the piece. Conclusions are hard for students. As I say in 
the stylebook, the job of a conclusion is to step back a couple of paces and evaluate all that 
you've just said, leaving the reader with a final thought, but not a thought so pregnant with 
questions that the reader is dying for you to continue. That’s a delicate balancing act. Let’s look 


at a student example. 


Student Essay in Process: 
by student Gina Darter of Orange Coast College 
DRAFT 1 

Gina Darter — Rough Draft 


Dr. Prothero 
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English 100 
18 July 2007 
Are You Dying to be Thin? 

Anxiety usually comes with the call to the principal’s office. Regardless of how 
nice their demeanor is when outside their office, when you're called into their office, 
childhood is immediately relived and the image of the monstrous being comes to life. I 
lived to tell about this flashback and anxiety escorted me to the principal’s office. It was 
just her and I. Why did I have the feeling I was prey? 

Behind closed doors the one way discussion started. As she sat there spewing 
words I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I had worked hard at the gym and sweated 
through many miles of resistance cross-training. I had muscles for the first time in my 40 
years of life. could pick up a flat of water at Costco without asking for help! I was 
proud of my accomplishment. So proud, it was topped with me entering my first 5K and 
finishing the race without stopping or needing medical assistance. She sat there poised 
and stated she noticed I lost weight. I was proud. My pride held me tight as her next 
words cut and lashed. 

Bulimia! She wasn’t asking if I was, she was accusing me of being bulimic! Me, a 
lover of food intake. One that still eats what she wants and curses as the miles are run on 
the cross-trainer. I justify ice cream as dairy and smile because I no longer shake when I 
lift 15 pound weights. 

Millions of women diet each year. Many diet programs and pills present 
themselves as the “cure all” for excess weight. With the variety of choices out there, 
women look for quick loss, choice of food, and difficulty staying with the plan. Bulimia 


and South Beach Diet are two popular diet choices. 
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Sounds easy. Do a little research, pick your plan, and your weight loss regime 
begins. Mindset is vital Realistic expectations are essential. 

Women usually make wise decisions. When it comes to weight loss, they want it 
and want it now! I thought patience was a virtue. But, then again, in America there is 
freedom of choice. 

The journal, Clinician Reviews 2003, estimates each year five million Americans 
chose the route of bulimia. 

This form of dieting is one of the easiest diets to follow. There’s no calorie 
counting, no pills to buy, no carb tracking and exercise is only if you want to. You just 
eat what you want and as much as you want! The only thing needed to correctly follow 
this diet plan besides food is fingers. These fingers are used to provoke vomiting after 
each meal. Simple 2 step diet cycle — eat and vomit. 

This diet is followed by women with unrealistic expectations of resembling 
Barbie. September 2003 Health Magazine compared the average women with Barbie. Talk 
about being out of proportion! Barbie is 6’0”, weighs 101 pounds, dress size 4, bust 39”, 
waist 19”, and hips 33”. The average women is 5°4”, weighs 145 pounds, dress size 1-14, 
bust 36-37”, waist 29-31”, and hips 40-42”. 

In reality, Barbie is a skeleton with skin and cleavage. Bulimia will provide the 
Skelton and skill look. Plastic surgery will provide the cleavage. 

The South Beach Diet is another option for weight loss. Dr. Agatston states, “The 
real secret to The South Beach Diet is that it’s not just a diet, it’s a way to eat for life.” 

Research on South Beach indicates the right carbs and right fats are now 


recognized by the health-care community as important factors of a healthy diet. These 
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right carbs and fats are foods such as vegetables and fruits, lean sources of protein, and 
plenty of fiber. Vomiting is not part of the process. 

In spring 2005, a study was presented in the Experimental Biology 2005 meeting 
of the Federation of American Societies for Experimental Biology. It indicated people 
who used the South Beach Diet guidelines lost twice as much weight as those who used 
controlled portions or low-fat plans. It also showed South Beach dieters showed greater 
loss in body fat. This study also showed these people to have a reduction in triglycerides 
and their ratio of total/HDL cholesterol. The people included in this study only followed 
the diet. An exercise plan was not implemented. Follow the diet and you lose weight! 

It works in three phases. Phase 1 is followed for two weeks and puts a jump start 
on weight loss. Normal-size food portions are eaten. They include lean meat, fish, eggs, 
reduced-fat cheese, nonfat yogurt, nuts, and vegetables. Snacks and desserts are also 
included. I’m getting hungry. 

Phase 2 is learning how to introduce the right carbs back into your meals. These 
are whole grains and most fruits. Weight loss continues in this phase and when you 
reach your weight goal phase 3 is started. 

Phase 3 is the Maintenance Plan. It teaches you how to make good food choices 
and the diet becomes more of a lifestyle. 

In a 12-week study of 40 overweight people, the South Beach Diet was compared 
to Step ll by the American Heart Association. Those following the South Beach Diet lost 
almost twice as much weight as those following the Step ll. There also was a greater 
decrease in waist-to-hip ratio and triglyceride. Their good to bad cholesterol ratio 
showed greater improvement. During the study, only one person following the South 


Beach Diet dropped out of the study compared to five in the Step 11 group. 
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Heart disease shows signs of decrease by those following the South Beach Diet. 
The Newsweek article, “What's a pound of Prevention Really Worth?” cardiologists 
estimate people can cut their risk of a heart attack up to 80% with preventative care of 
diet and exercise. 

With the choice of bulimia, heart disease is also impacted. Vomiting causes the 
imbalance of electrolytes and the loss of potassium. This causes irreversible heart muscle 
damage which increases the risk of cardiac arrest. The repeated vomiting causes 
inflammation of the esophagus, damage to the salivary glands and erosion of tooth 
enamel. 

Imagine skin and bones Barbie smiling and missing a few teeth. Sounds sexy, 
doesn’t it? 

Then there’s the morality rate. Cardiologist, Dr. Agatston, created the South 
beach Diet to help prevent or reverse heart disease. In layman terms eat healthy and 
exercise and you'll live longer. 

Dr. Wright of the Eating disorders Program at Presbyterian Hospital in Dallas, 
Texas indicated 20% of people with bulimia die. Is death really worth looking like 


Barbie in a coffin? 


DRAFT 2 
Gina Darter 
Dr. Prothero 
English 100 
18 July 2007 


Are You Dying to be Thin? 
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Loser! It’s amazing that a loser can be picked out of a crowd! 

Being an adult and working at a high school definitely has its drawbacks. One 
drawback is being called into the principal's office. That is never a good thing. 
Regardless of the principal’s demeanor outside the office, when you're called into their 
office, childhood is immediately relived and the image of the mean, old principal comes to 
life. I lived to tell about my flashback. As if I were a student, adrenalin raced through me 
as the principal called me into her office. My anxiety escorted me to her office and the 
churning in my stomach was as turbulent as the spin cycle in a washing machine. My 
meeting took a turn for the worse when I realized it was just her and I! Why did I have 
the feeling I was about to become prey? 

Behind closed doors the principal started her one way conversation. She sat there 
and spewed, “You've lost weight extremely fast. I’m concerned you're bulimic.” I could 
not believe what I was hearing. Stunned, | replied, “Bulimic? What would make you 
think I was bulimic? I’ve started working out and eating healthy. I’m following the 
South Beach Diet.” My pride held me tightly as her words cut and lashed. I had worked 
so hard at the gym, sweating through many miles of resistance cross training, and had 
muscles for the first time in my life. Pride swelled inside of me because I could pick up a 
flat of water at Costco without asking for help. I was no longer a weakling, in my mind. 
In fact, I can lift 15 pound weights without shaking anymore. I have even competed in a 
5K race and finished without stopping, coming in last or desperately needing the help of 
a medic. 

Bulimia! She was accusing me of bulimia. Me, a lover of food intake, who 


eats what I want, but curses as the miles are run on the cross-trainer. Denial is not in my 
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vocabulary. I stop religiously after every workout for ice cream at McDonald's and 
justify it as a dairy product. 

Tama working stiff so I understand firsthand the fight against flab. The majority 
of jobs in today’s society, regardless of the education level, consist of at least eight hours 
of sitting. Messages to colleagues are not hand-delivered, but sent via e-mail or phone 
extensions are used. Finger manipulation or pencil pushing are the extent of exercise at 
work. The majority of walking done on the job is to the lunchroom and back. These 
movements do not even begin to burn the calories of the Vente White Mocha with Whip 
purchased at Starbucks this morning. 

Many diet programs and pills present themselves as the cure all for excess 
weight. With the variety of choices out there, people look for quick weight loss, choice 
of food, and the difficulty of staying on the diet. It is a known fact that America is 
gaining weight. Bulimia and South Beach Diet are two popular diet choices. 

People do not always make the wisest choices when it comes to weight loss. 
They want to lose weight and they want it now. Yesterday is not quick enough. I 
thought patience was a virtue. But, then again, in America there is freedom of choice. 
Disregard the fact that the choice is bad. 

The journal, Clinician Reviews 2003, estimates that each year five million Americans 
choose the route of bulimia. 

This form of dieting is one of the easiest diets to follow. There is no calorie 
counting, no pills to take, no carb tracking, and the exercise is only if you want to. You 
just eat what you want and as much as you want! The only thing needed to correctly 


follow this diet plan besides food is fingers. These are used to provoke vomiting after 
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meals. It is that simple. Eat and vomit. Personally, ’d make sure to carry toothpaste. 


You might be slimmer, but probably would not want offensive breath. 


This diet is followed mostly by women with unrealistic expectations of 


resembling Barbie. September 2003 Health Magazine compared Barbie with the average 


Barbie 


woman. 
Height 6’0” 
Weight 

Dress Size 4 
Bust 39” 
Waist 19” 
Hips 33” 


Talk about being out of proportion and definitely top heavy! Realistically, Barbie 


101 lbs 


Average Woman 


54” 
145 lbs 
11-14 
36-37” 
29-31” 


40-42” 


is a skeleton with skin and cleavage. Bulimia will provide the skeleton with skin look 


and plastic surgery will provide the cleavage. If this is the look you are going for then 


this is the diet to follow. 


The South Beach Diet is another option for losing weight. Dr. Agatston describes 
the diet as “it’s not just a diet; it’s a way to eat for life.” 


Research on the South Beach Diet indicates the right carbs and right fats are now 


recognized by the health-care community as important factors of a healthy diet. These 


right carbs and fats are foods such as vegetables and fruits, lean sources of protein, and 


plenty of fiber. What a novel idea! And, vomiting is not part of the process. This makes 


it even better. 
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In spring 2005, a study was presented at the Experimental Biology 2005 meeting 
of the Federation of American Societies for Experimental Biology. It indicated people 
who used the South Beach Diet guidelines lost twice as much weight as those who used 
controlled portions or low-fat plans. It also showed South Beach Dieters had greater loss 
in body fat. This study also revealed a reduction in triglycerides and ratio of total/HDL 
cholesterol. The people included in this study only followed the diet. An exercise plan 
was not implemented. How ironic! They followed the diet and they lost weight. Who 
would have known? 

The South Beach Diet works in three phases. Phase 1 is followed for two weeks 
and puts a jump start on weight loss. Normal-size food portions are eaten. They include 
lean meat, fish, eggs, reduced-fat cheese, nonfat yogurt, nuts, and vegetables. Snacks and 
desserts are also devoured. Getting hungry? 

Phase 2 is learning how to introduce the right carbs back into your meals. These 
are whole grains and most fruits. Weight loss continues in the phase and when you 
reach your weight goal Phase 3 is started. 

Phase 3 is the maintenance plan. It teaches you how to make good food choices 
and the diet becomes more of a lifestyle. No one said life was easy and taking care of 
yourself is definitely hard work. 

In a 12-week study of 40 overweight people, the South Beach Diet was compared 
to Step II by the American Heart Association. Those following the South Beach Diet lost 
almost twice as much weight as those following the Step II. There also was a greater 
decrease in waist-to-hip ratio and triglycerides. Their good to bad cholesterol ratio 
showed greater improvement. During the study, only one person following the South 


Beach Diet dropped out of the study compared to the five in the Step II group. 
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People following the South Beach Diet have shown a decrease in heart disease. 
The Newsweek article “Fighting the Wrong Plaque” focuses on prevention of heart 
disease by following this diet instead of treatment of heart disease with medication. The 
New York Times stated in their article “What's a Pound of Prevention Really Worth?” 
that cardiologists estimate people can cut their risk of a heart attack up to 80 percent 
with preventative care through diet and exercise. 

With the choice of bulimia, heart disease is also impacted. Vomiting causes the 
imbalance of electrolytes and the loss of potassium. Irreversible heart muscle damage is 
incurred which increases the risk of cardiac arrest. The repeated vomiting also inflames 
the esophagus, damages the salivary glands and erodes tooth enamel. Smile big and say 
“Cheese!” 

Imagine Barbie smiling and missing a few teeth. Sexy, isn’t it? 

Morality rate should also be considered. Cardiologist, Dr. Agatston, created the 
South Beach Diet to help prevent or reverse heart disease. In layman terms eat healthy, 
stay healthy. 

Dr. Wright of the Eating Disorders Program at Presbyterian Hospital in Dallas, 
Texas indicates 20 percent of people with bulimia die. Does having the toothless Barbie 
look really matter lying in a casket? 

As I sat fuming in the principal’s office, I heard her utter, “I’m concerned about 
your health.” I thought to myself, how ironic! This accusation is coming from a person 
who definitely has a weight problem. I refrained from the choice words I desperately 
wanted to express and somewhat maturely responded, “I chose the South Beach Diet for 
a number of reasons. You’re more than welcome to borrow the book if you'd like to.” I 


excused myself from her office. 
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I didn’t feel sharing my reasons for choosing the South Beach Diet were necessary. 
But, staying healthy is at the top of the list. The vast food variety was second. I added 
exercise on my own because I was definitely out of shape and an extreme weakling. 
Lastly, the thought of vomiting of my own free will is, well, just plain disgusting. I refuse 
to worship the “Porcelain God.” 


Are you surrounded by losers or by those just dying to be skinny? 


Gina comments: 


I find that I have a tendency to be vague. My thoughts can flow and I believe that I’m being descriptive, 
but just not enough. My classmates were confused with my rough draft as to who was actually being accused the 
bulimia. I need to explain in more detail about who and what. I also find that I transition into the 3" person, 
bringing the reader away from my prospective. I need to keep the writings as if I were personally telling the story at 
that very moment. This would help the reader understand what I mean. 

The critique from my classmates enjoyed the writing, but the opening paragraph left them confused. I 
merged the present time and the past time too vaguely. I needed to state why I was there at the school to begin with. 

I need to continue with voice throughout my work. I seem to have it only in certain areas of my writing 
and then it fades out. I had to have it pointed out to be before I realized it. 

To keep someone interested in my paper, I believe I need to focus on clarity, description, and voice. This 


will allow the reader to follow along and truly feel what I am trying to express. 


Freshman Writer as Artist James Prothero 62 


Brainstorms—Topics for Compare and Contrast 


1. 


2 


10. 


11. 


12; 


13. 


14. 


15. 


16. 


17. 


18. 


19. 


20. 


you and your significant other 

you and a sibling 

two places, say Hawaii and Boston, or whatever two you wish 

two books you liked or hated 

two brands of some product 

two people in history 

two musical acts you feel strongly about 

two television shows 

two movies 

two types of animals 

two teams that compete and represent two different cities (Dodgers and Giants) 
two cities 

two years from yout life 

two businesses 

two possible majors (for those who haven't really made up their minds) 
two different religious views 

two different governments 

two life philosophies 

two celebrities 


two infamous characters 
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Definition and Classification 

Most rhetoric books classify these two as separate rhetorical modes. But I’ve never been 
able to teach them separately. Ever since Aristotle got the Western world into the habit of 
figuring things out by breaking them down or sorting them by similarities, we’ve defined reality 
by classifying everything. That is a bird. What kind of bird? Well, it’s a large carnivore. What 
kind? It’s aneagle. What kind? It’s a golden eagle, etc. To define means to state certain 
attributes to anything from eagles to words, that set that thing apart from other things. But if to 
define forces us to classify, it works both ways. The minute we begin classifying anything we 
have defined it. If we define a golden eagle as a raptor and member of a particular genus and 
family, with certain attributes of size, color and habits, we have excluded it from having other 
attributes. If we should see something in the sky with powerful, long wings and having a shell 
like a turtle, we may wonder what it is, but we'll know it’s not a golden eagle because golden 
eagles don’t have shells. 

So, to define is to classify and to classify is to define. Thus, classifying and defining 
contain an element of compare and contrast. We hold up synonyms to define a word: erupt 
means 1) become active (as in a volcano) 2) break out suddenly 3) give vent to feelings 4) (as in 
a spot or rash) to break out on the skin. But what does ‘break out’ or ‘give vent’ or ‘become 
active’ mean? You can play this game endlessly, but the point is, we perceive reality by holding 
one thing up to another and either finding similarities or making distinctions. The first is 
defining and the second is classifying. 

This is another one of those scary moments of endless freedom for the student. You 
could define a word, and phrase, a concept. But once you cross that line into concept, which is 


easier than harder to do, you will find yourself in argument. An extreme example is a political 
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concept like liberty or a political position like liberal, conservative or libertarian. Try defining 
any one of those without having to argue for the validity of your perception. Classifying won’t 
get you out of it—what’s the difference between a Democrat and a Republican? But if we get 
away from politics, the subjective element only varies by degree. 

e What is the best car? 

e What are the different social classes in America? 

e What is social justice and where do we find it? 
But before you flee from argument, think about this. If you wrote about something as hot- 
button as some of the things I’ve suggested above, wouldn't that be a lot more interesting than 
trying to define a simple word like ‘markets’? Controversy is endlessly interesting, and if you’re 
the kind of student who runs out of things to say too fast, it will give you much more to chew 
on. 

You have to have noticed how important detail is to this kind of writing. It is the very 
life-breath of it, so don’t shorthand and don’t skimp. We may not be writing narrative 
description but detail is just as important. The college student in the sample below defines the 
concept of ‘wasting time’. He approaches it with a very playful first person voice which works 
well to create a dual sense of knowing that it’s a not a good thing and yet embracing it anyway. 
In doing this, he bumps the whole paper to a higher level of insight, because suddenly he is 
talking about the strange character of human nature and its self-defeating tendencies. And yet 
he uses a lot of narrative technique to suck the reader in with empathy. We are all flawed and 
human, is probably a good summary of the theme of this skillful piece. Finding a topic near to 


your own thinking is probably the best way to write a good piece for this assignment. 


Student Essay in Process: 
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by student John Reid of Orange Coast College 
DRAFT 1 
John comments: 

Going into my first draft I wasn’t really sure of the direction I wanted to go. This was written during an in 
class journal in about a half hours time. We had finished reading a short essay by Stephen King about our 
fascination with horror movies and I thought that I would try to take that a step further by talking about our 
fascination, in general, with being scared—adrenaline rushes, etc. 

The voice I was attempting to create here was that of the writer, of the essay, speaking to the person in the 
story. I chose the famous scene from the movie Psycho as my introduction to my story. Basically I am trying to 
write to the lady taking a shower, ina humorous way, giving her direction, about her lack of common sense in this 
particular scene. I tried to poke fun about background music and wanted to play off that by actually making you 
think that she, too, could hear it. 

As my writing time came to an end I realized that I was the only one who understood the technique that I 
was trying to bring into fruition. 

Definition 1st draft 

Just for a moment, daydream in black & white. You get home from a long days 
work and are in despeate need of a shower. You go upstairs, oh you are in a hotel by the 
way, and begin to get reay for askeweryour bath time. As if showering @ a hotel isnt 
creepy enough you all of a sudden have back ground music playin in your head. Set this 
aside for a moment and focus: tiny bar of soap, check, tiny bottle of shampoo, check, sand 
paper wash cloth, check. Pull back the shower curtain, you can hear th the hooks 
scraping on the curtain rod—screeeeeeech. The music in your head grows louder & 


increasingly suspensful. There are no speakers and the tv I off; what is that noise!? you 
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wonder. Focus, you really need this shower. This is quite possibly the biggest shower 
head you have ever seen; do they wash horses in hear on the weeken, or something? No, 
focus! Ah, this shower feels amazing, not too hot, not too cold, but hot enough to fill+he 
this entire room with steam? You speak sarcastically. Um, yes. And pay no mind to the 
shadow of the #en-man w/ the pointy arm. “ok”. The music is loud, almost deafining. 
Then as you are rinsing the minimal amount of shampoo you were able to squeeze out, 
your head and face pointed directly at the spickit, you notice semea few things. The first 
thing is you have lost all common sense, that’s ok though...its only going to be short lived 
(ha ha ha). The second is you noitice the man with the pointy arm is getting closer, 
closer, closer! he reaches one hand on the curtan as-heraises his other hand the shadow 
of his other pointy arm seems to be pointed at the ceiling. you have no common sense 


though, so dont worry. 


DRAFT 2 


Once I realized that I had to start over I was a bit frantic about a topic. My second draft was based off of 
a topic that Dr. Prothero suggested, wasting time. The rest just pretty much came to me and would be the major 
basis for my final draft. As I started writing I really wanted to try to add some sort of dialogue, even if just a small 
bit, into my story but realized that it would be hard to do in a definition essay. I decided then that my choice of 
dialogue would just be a quote from the movie that I was using in my introduction paragraph. From there I just 
went with it, I must admit that most of my story was just my own opinion, however I did look up who wrote some of 


the quotes and the proper verbiage for some of the quotes—thanks Google. 
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When I write my drafts I don’t really pay much attention to grammar, spelling or punctuation—I feel it 
just gets in the way of my creativity. I would recommend this as a way to write a paper, all the technical aspects 
will always be there but you never know when that little creative spark might burn out. 

Definition 

There is perhaps no greater joy than sitting at home on a rainy day, laying cozy on your 

couch under a soft blanket, a cup of hot cocoa in one hand and an exuberant amount of 

popcorn in the other, a few napkins, two bottles of water, a bag of cheetos and the 
remote to your television (did I mention this was going to be a long day?) Okay, so all of 
this would be in vain if it wasn’t for one man and his extraordinary imagination...George 

Lucas 

With what is arguably the best movies ever made, though this is not the time to 
argue this fact, besides my entire inflexible argument can be summed up best by simply 
stating that, well, they are! Star Wars. If you are a fan, then the music of John Williams is 
already playing in your head and your Papermate pen is waving unknowingly through 
the air as your mouth produces light saber effects...seecchhhhvvvvooooom! 

Or, perhaps a favorite line? 

“ckauh hechuu ckauh chhu...No Luke, I am your father.” 

“No0000000000000000!!!” 

Its best at this point to differentiate exactly which Star Wars movies are in 
question here, the first ones ...though with Mr. Lucas’ quirky invention known as the 
‘prequel’, the first ones become the last ones, but they were made first, and the last ones 
are the first ones, but they were the last ones made, so lets just, for the sake of clarity, call 


them the original ones. Settled. 
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With the approximate running time of just over six hours it may be hard for the 
average person to watch them all in one sitting. Some may even go as far as saying that it 


is a wast of time. 


It is this statement, however, that strikes and interests...not the part about being 
a fan, but the part about wasting time. It’s a statement made on an everyday basis, we tell 
each other to stop wasting time lollie-gaggin, or we may as our kids why do you play 
those video games, they are a wast of time. I can still recall my mother telling me when I 
turned fifteen that it was time for me to stop ‘wasting time’ and to get a job. 

But how does one ‘waste time?’ it is not even something that we actually posses 
in the first place. It isn’t tangible, yet we view it as such. You cannot reach into your 
pocket and pull out a wad of time...granted, some may argue ‘well, what about a watch?’ 
but that only tells you how much time you have, or don’t have if you want to be 
pessimistic. 

We, as humans, have become slaves to time. It rules us. We give ourselves deadlines. We 
punish ourselves for being late. We show up early to avoid being late. We even celebrate 
one day every year to tell us exactly how much time has passed...the more of these days 
you have had then he less time you have left. Alarm clocks. Watches. Microwaves. Dvd 
players. Car stereos. Computers. Radios even a stick in the ground all tell us how much 
reign time has over our lives. We say things like “his time is running out” or “time flies,” 
time is money” and “take your time.” Is this our way of humanizing time or, perhaps, just 
maybe, is time de-humanizing us? Lets examine. 

First lets explore the phrase ‘his time is running out.’ This would imply that we 


know exactly how much time we have in order to know when it will run out. I think 
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Benjamin franklin said it best when he said “in this world nothing is certain except for 
death and taxes.” I am confidant that no one would argue this. We really only use this 
phrase with negative connotations...unless you like death and taxes...so if this is the case 
then it is our own, possibly sadistic, outlook on time. 

Time is the only thing, besides perhaps math, that is constant. It knows no 
barriers, language, cultural, race or other. When we sleep, it doesn’t. when we work, it 
trudges on. Whether we think about it or not, whether we acknowledge it or not, time 
ticks on. Never slowing. Never accelerating. Constant. Why, then, do we have sayings 
like “time flies.” And why is it only when we are having fun, its never “time flies when 
you are standing in line at the DMV.” If it never changes then how do we get the 
perception that it moves faster one moment and slower the next? Take the example at 
the beginning about Star Wars, a nearly six hour marathon, can “fly” by. Whatever it is, 
whether it be sports, video games, spending time with your family or whatever, I believe 
that it is during these precious moments, when all our worries and stresses cease to 
exist, that time no longer exists. Its in these moments that time relinquishes its hold on 
us and lets us breath. Fell. Laugh. Love. Live 

Whoever it was that said that “time is money” is definitely a person who has let 
time control every aspect of their life (it was Ben Franklin by the way). Its easy to see 
that in order to succeed you sometimes have to make sacrafices. Had Fanklin not had 
this philosophy it is ver likely that we, as Americans, would have horrible teeth and an 
insatiable love of tea. An economics professor at centra Englands Warwick University, 
lan Walker has actually developed a formula to prove that time is money...it goes as 
follows: V-(W((100-t)/100))/C—V is the value of an hour, W is your hourly wage, t is 


tax rate and C is your cost of living. It’s true that this formula works and according to 
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Walker you can determine just how much money is lost while you are brushing your 
teeth, or any number of other daily chores. 

“take your time” is perhaps the best use of a time quote. It is something that you 
can actually do...and want to do. There is never any argument when some tells you to 
‘take your time,’ unless you believe that ‘time is money’, in which case there is no hope for 
you. But what about the literal translation of the phrase...can you actually take time with 
you? If so, where would you take it? Obviously we don’t talk in the literal sense all of the 
time, otherwise that would imply, again, that time is an object we can carry around in 
our pockets. 

So is ‘wasting time’ a matter perspective? While some people may prefer to spend 
what time they have with their family...time is running out. Some may opt for action and 
fun...time flies. And others may prefer to spend all of their time at work...time is money. I 
am perfectly content knowing that your pen is still waving in the air as your re-enact a 
fight scene between Darth Vader and Luke Skywalker...feel free to waste my time, any 


time. 


FINAL DRAFT 

As I mentioned before, the majority of my second draft would become my final. My technique that I have 
learned is to not worry about spelling or grammar, punctuation or anything else that gets in the way of your 
creativity. So, in my final draft, all I really had left to do was to fix those errors and re-word some awkward 
sentences. The best advice for your final draft that I can give is to, first read it out loud and second have someone 
else read it. I have a designated person that I give my paper to for punctuation errors and I have another person I 


trust to read it for spelling and grammar errors. Also, it never hurts to ask your professor. I would be willing to bet 
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money that your teacher would much rather help you write a good paper than have to read another poorly written 
one. 

The key is to find what works for you, while this does work for me it may not be the best for you. 
Experiment with different techniques and most of all, if you have a choice, pick a topic that really interests you—it 
will show throughout your paper. 

John Reid 

Dr. Prothero 

English 100 

July 25, 2007 

Definition 

There is perhaps no greater joy than sitting at home on a rainy day, lying cozy on 
your couch under a soft blanket, a cup of hot cocoa in one hand and an exuberant 
amount of popcorn in the other, a few napkins, two bottles of water, a bag of Cheetos, 
and the remote to your television—did I mention this was going to be a long day? Okay, 
so all this would be in vain if it were not for one man and his extraordinary 
imagination—George Lucas. 

With what are arguably the best movies ever made—though this is not the time 
to argue this fact, my entire inflexible argument can be summed up best by simply 
stating that, well, they are) Star Wars. If you are a fan, then the music of John Williams 
is already playing in your head and your Paper Mate is waving unknowingly through the 
air as your mouth produces light saber sound effects—sscchhhvvvvoooommm. 

Or, perhaps a favorite line? 


“Ckauh hechuu ckauh chhuu...No Luke, I am your father.” 
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“Nooooocoooo!!!” 

It’s best at this point to differentiate exactly which Star Wars movies are in 
question, the first ones—though with Mr. Lucas’ quirky invention known as the 
‘prequel’, the first ones become the last ones, but they were the first made, and the last 
ones are the first ones, but are the last ones made, so lets just, for the sake of clarity, call 
them the original ones. Settled. 

With the approximate running time of just over six hours, it may be hard for the 
average person to watch them all in one sitting. Some may even go as far as saying that it 
is a waste of time. 

A waste of time?!—obviously not a fan. 

It is this statement, however, that strikes an interest—not the part about not 
being a fan, but the part about wasting time. It’s a statement made on an everyday 
basis—we tell each other to stop wasting time, lollie-gagging, or we may ask our kids 
why do you play those video games, they are a waste of time? I can still recall my mother 
telling me when I turned fifteen that it was time for me to stop “wasting time” and to get 
a job. 

But how does one “waste time?” It is not even something that we actually possess 
in the first place. It isn’t tangible, yet we view it as such. You cannot reach into your 
pocket and pull out a wad of time—granted, some may argue “well, what about a 
watch?,” but that only tells you how much time you have—or don’t have, if you want to 
be pessimistic. 

We, as humans, have become slaves to time. It rules us. We give ourselves 
deadlines. We punish ourselves for being late. We show up early to avoid being late. 


We even celebrate one day every year to tell us exactly how much time has passed—the 
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more of these days you’ve had then the less time you have left. Alarm clocks. Watches. 
Microwaves. Cell phones. DVD players. Cars. Computers. Radios. Even a stick in the 
ground all tell us just how much reign time has over our lives. We say things like “his 


” 


time is running out” or “time flies,” “time is money” and “take your time.” Is this our 
way of humanizing time or, perhaps, just maybe, is time de-humanizing us? Let’s 
examine. 

First let’s explore the phrase “his time is running out.” This would imply that we 
know exactly how much time we have in order to know when it will run out. I think 
Benjamin Franklin said it best when he said “in this world nothing is certain except 
death and taxes.” I am confident that no one would argue this. We really only use this 
phrase with negative connotations—unless you like death and taxes—so if this is the 
case then it is our own, possibly sadistic, outlook on time. 

Time is the only thing—besides, perhaps, math—that is constant. It knows no 
barriers—language, cultural, race or other. When we sleep, it doesn’t. When we work, 
it trudges on. Whether we think about it or not—whether we acknowledge it or not, 
time ticks on. Never slowing. Never accelerating. Constant. Why, then, do we have 
sayings like “time flies,’—and why is it only when we are having fun, it’s never “time flies 
when your standing in line at the DMV.” If it never changes, then how do we get the 
perception that it moves faster one moment and slower the next? Take the example at 
the beginning of this paper about how Star Wars, a nearly six hour marathon, can “fly” 
by. Whatever it is—whether it be sports, video games, spending time with your family 
or whatever—I believe that it is during these precious moments, when all our worries 
and stresses cease to exist, that time no longer exists. It’s in these moments that time 


relinquishes its hold on us and lets us breath. Feel. Laugh. Love. Live. 
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Whoever it was that first said that “time is money” is definitely a person who has 
let time control every aspect of their life—it was Benjamin Franklin by the way. It’s easy 
to see that in order to succeed you sometimes have to make sacrifices. Had Franklin not 
had this philosophy it is very likely that we, as Americans, would all have horrible teeth 
and an insatiable love of tea. An economics professor at central England’s Warwick 
University, lan Walker, has actually developed a formula to prove that time is money—it 
goes as follows: V=(W/((100-t)/100))/C—V is the value of an hour, W is your hourly 
wage, tis tax rate and C is your cost of living. It’s true that this formula works and 
according to Walker you can determine just how much money is lost while you are 
brushing your teeth, or any number of other daily chores. The problem is that this 
doesn’t exactly show that time is money—at its very basic level the formula works by 
taking all your income that you make in, lets say, an eight hour work day and spreads it 
out across your entire personal day. Once you do this then it is easy to find how much 
money you would spend if you were “paid” to brush your teeth or eat breakfast—but 
you're not, therein lays the problem. So we are left with the simple fact that unless we 
get paid for every little thing we do then time is not money. 

“Take your time” is perhaps the saying we use that actually makes sense and has 
any positive connotation. It is something that you can actually do—and, for that matter, 
want to do. You will never hear someone argue with you when you tell them to “take 
your time,” unless that person believes that “time is money,”—in which case there is no 
hope for you. But what about the literal translation of the phrase—can you actually take 
your time with you? If so, where would you take it? Obviously we don’t talk in the 
literal sense all of the time, otherwise that would imply, again, that time is an object that 


we can carry around in our pockets. 
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So is “wasting time” just a matter of perspective? While some people may prefer 
to spend what time they have with their family—the “time is running out” people—some 
may opt for action and fun—the ‘time flies’ people— and some people may prefer to 
spend all of their time at work—‘time is money. As for myself I am perfectly content 
knowing that your pen is still waving in the air as you re-enact fight scenes between 
Darth Vader and Luke Skywalker, day dreaming of doing nothing else than sitting on 
your couch eating popcorn—or if, by chance, you feel this is a waste of time then feel free 


to waste my time, any time. 


Brainstorms— Topics for Definition and Classification 


1. 


- 


10. 


11. 


12, 


define ‘ethical’ 

define a species of animal 

define the good life 

classify different kinds of cars by the kinds of people who buy them 

classify and define what makes different people prefer different sports 

classify and define why the majority of people in a given region tend to vote conservative 
or liberal 

define all the possible meanings of ‘quality’ 

define the difference between dance music and electronic music. Is music possible 
without dance? 

discuss types of music and the people they often appeal to 

discuss certain periods of history and the movements within 

what is a great leader? Is that the same thing as a good leader? an ethical leader? 


discuss different types of relationships and why some work out and some don’t. 
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13. discuss different types of careers and the sorts of people who do well in each. 

14. what are some of the different biomes in the world and how have particular animals 
adapted to them? 

15. classify people by the way they drive. 

16. classify people by what they like to watch on television or which movies they like. 

17. define ‘love’ 

18. define ‘happiness’ 

19. within a particular sport, classify some of the different approaches to the execution of 
that sport, ie, three or so different ways to play 


20. define ‘equality’ 
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Cause and Effect 

This one can be very simple: you talk about the causes of something, or its effects, or even 
better, both. Yet, don’t let yourself think that this mode is therefore easy and not important. In 
the business world, reports of information on what happened and why are essential daily 
writing and they are all cause and effect. What happened to corporate earnings when the 
market dropped? What would happen if the company bought back our stock and went private? 
Is there enough money to contemplate that possibility? Or, if you’re not bound for the business 
world, the social sciences abound with the use of cause and effect in writing. Why did the 
South lose the Civil War ... or did they? What was the effect of the New Deal on our 
perception of the role of government? And then there are the hard sciences: What was the 
cause of the mass extinctions at the end of the Cretaceous Era? What is the cause and cure of 
cancer? Will our solar system eventually be swallowed up in a black hole and come out in 
another dimension of space/time? Or it can be closer to home. What sort of diet will keep me 
healthier longer? When is the healthiest age for a woman to bear children 

Things to remember: First, look at the chapter in the stylebook on detail. Lapsing into 
generalization on a cause and effect paper will bring you up short maybe two pages in with 
nothing more to say. Specifics are going to be vital in this mode. Second, depending on your 
topic, consider using a narrative structure within this expository paper. The student writer 
below is writing about food choices and the profound implications of them. Her paper is a good 


example of a more formal, but effective voice. 


Student Essay in Process: 
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by student Ludmila Pires of Orange Coast College 
DRAFT 1 

Ludmila Pires 

Dr. Prothero 

English 100 


1 August 2007 


Consequences of our food choices 


The choices we make when choosing our foods affect our health, our economy 
and the environment. Most of the time when we are shopping for food, we are only 
thinking about what would be beneficial for our health, without keeping in mind that 
several other factors are involved in our choices. Have you ever stopped to think how 
much oil was used for a tomato from Chile to arrive in our stores? Probably not! We 
usually focus on having a ripe, juicy and red tomato, but we rarely think about fossil fuels 
when buying our food. We are visual beings and tend focus on short-term issues—we 
want what looks good, and that’s it. There is much more than appearance behind our 
food choices, however. 

One could say that our purchasing habits can be compared to our voting powers: 
it takes some effort on our part to make good choices. If we choose a locally-grown 
product versus an imported product, we are helping to save oil; if we choose a fruit over a 
donut, we are helping to promote health—usually for our children. Unfortunately, just 
like with voting, very few people want to go through the hard work of becoming well- 


informed before making their decisions. 
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Food items are the primary products purchased all over the world. Given that 
the world has around 6 billion people, it is clear that our choices concerning food 
products have an enormous impact worldwide, on many levels. Who can live without 
food? We can cut personal costs associated with buying food by looking for better 
prices, shopping in different grocery stores, not buying superfluous items, and using 
coupons, but we can’t choose not to buy food. 

Most of us are already overwhelmed just by thinking about the health aspects of 
our food choices. We have to think about the amount of fat, the amount of sugar, the 
amount of sodium, the lack of vitamins and fibers, and the amount of pesticides, just to 
mention a few of our concerns. 

My parent’s generation did not have to make all those choices as young adults, 
about 40 years ago. My mom would simply buy what her money could afford. For 
example, as a child I don’t remember ever being restricted on my sugar intake. On the 
other hand, I did not have the same variety of candies available as my children have 
today. Some of the candies I see today are just colored sugar in colorful packages. 
Nevertheless, we have much more nutritional information readily available to us in 
different ways, so making educated choices for my family is part of being a good mother. 

In the past, there was only “fat”—or, at least, that was all that was talked about. 
If we wanted to make a healthy choice about our food, we would simply try to stay away 
from fat. Nowadays, we have to think about “good fat” and “bad fat”, “good cholesterol” 
and “bad cholesterol”. At one point, many people started buying only non-fat products, 
thinking that all their problems were resolved. Big mistake! Our body needs fats—the 


“good fat”. Saturated fats and trans fats can be our worst enemies if consumed in high 
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doses, increasing our chances of developing cardiovascular diseases. Unsaturated fats, as 
found in vegetable oils and nuts, however, are very important for our health. 

Recent advances in the perception of nutrition and health, and developments in 
the field of diet and nutrition, take along time to be integrated into and become 
mainstream in the way our society thinks about food. As a result, I see very 
contradictory facts on how nutritional choices and health issues are handled in schools. 

Not all decisions are so clear-cut, however. It is at times difficult to find out what 
is really good for us. When choosing between our vegetables and fruits, we are now 
sometimes faced with the option to buy organic or locally-grown foods. We have been 
receiving information from several sources along the years that even small doses of 
pesticides and other chemicals can adversely affect people’s health. Therefore, our first 
impulse would be to only buy organic food. But the organic food is not necessarily 
grown here in our neighborhood. Most of the times, they are imported from different 


part of the world, which causes a big waste of energy and fuel. 


Ludmila comments: 


On this first draft I noticed that I was missing a voice. I had related the facts but it had no personal 
experience on it. It was boring. People want to hear about other people’s experiences. I was suggested to insert 
stories about my personal choices. My group questions were: Do you buy locally grown or organic? What choices 


did you make for your family? 


DRAFT 2 


Ludmila Pires 
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Dr. Prothero 
English 100 


1 August 2007 


Consequences of our food choices 


The choices we make when choosing our foods affect our health, our economy 
and the environment. Most of the time when we are shopping for food, we are only 
thinking about what would be beneficial for our health, without keeping in mind that 
several other factors are involved in our choices. Have you ever stopped to think how 
much oil was used for a tomato from Chile to arrive in our stores? Probably not! We 
usually focus on having a ripe, juicy and red tomato, but we rarely think about fossil fuels 
when buying our food. We are visual beings and tend focus on short-term issues—we 
want what looks good, and that’s it. There is much more than appearance behind our 
food choices, however. 

One could say that our purchasing habits can be compared to our voting powers: 
it takes some effort on our part to make good choices. If we choose a locally-grown 
product versus an imported product, we are helping to save oil; if we choose a fruit over a 
donut, we are helping to promote health—usually for our children. Unfortunately, just 
like with voting, very few people want to go through the hard work of becoming well- 
informed before making their decisions. 

Food items are the primary products purchased all over the world. Given that 
the world has around 6 billion people, it is clear that our choices concerning food 


products have an enormous impact worldwide, on many levels. Who can live without 
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food? We can cut personal costs associated with buying food by looking for better 
prices, shopping in different grocery stores, not buying superfluous items, and using 
coupons, but we can’t choose not to buy food. 

Most of us are already overwhelmed just by thinking about the health aspects of 
our food choices. We have to think about the amount of fat, the amount of sugar, the 
amount of sodium, the lack of vitamins and fibers, and the amount of pesticides, just to 
mention a few of our concerns. 

My parent’s generation did not have to make all those choices as young adults, 
about 40 years ago. My mom would simply buy what her money could afford. For 
example, as a child I don’t remember ever being restricted on my sugar intake. On the 
other hand, I did not have the same variety of candies available as my children have 
today. Some of the candies I see today are just colored sugar in colorful packages. 
Nevertheless, we have much more nutritional information readily available to us in 
different ways, so making educated choices for my family is part of being a good mother. 

In the past, there was only “fat”—or, at least, that was all that was talked about. 
If we wanted to make a healthy choice about our food, we would simply try to stay away 
from fat. Nowadays, we have to think about “good fat” and “bad fat”, “good cholesterol” 
and “bad cholesterol”. At one point, many people started buying only non-fat products, 
thinking that all their problems were resolved. Big mistake! Our body needs fats—the 
“good fat”. Saturated fats and trans fats can be our worst enemies if consumed in high 
doses, increasing our chances of developing cardiovascular diseases. Unsaturated fats, as 
found in vegetable oils and nuts, however, are very important for our health. 

Recent advances in the perception of nutrition and health, and developments in 


the field of diet and nutrition, take along time to be integrated into and become main 
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stream in the way our society thinks about food. As a result, I see very contradictory 
facts on how nutritional choices and health issues are handled in schools. 

My daughter is in seventh grade and within her science class curriculum she had 
about three months of health classes. These classes included, among several subjects, an 
analysis of her daily food intake, with the purpose of making the kids aware of what they 
eat. Among several of the activities in which the students were involved, one of them 
was to cook a meal only using healthful ingredients. I was very excited about this new 
partnership with the school. As a parent, I felt that I had found someone to back me up 
on my daily, boring advice to my daughter, such as “eat your vegetables”, “don’t drink 
soda”, “don’t eat fast food”. This advice was now not only said at home, but also 
supported by facts at school. 

School activities also made students alert to the fact that TV advertises several 
products that are not necessarily the best for them, that vendors had several interests 
when advertising a product, and that children’s health and well-being was not one of 
them. When this class was over, to my astonishment, all the students were awarded a 
full meal at McDonald’s as their prize for having completed the entire project. Has the 
world gone crazy? Can something be more contradictory than giving fast food as a prize 
for someone that had completed a project about healthy eating habits? Not only this, but 
every celebration at school involves fast food. Is the money that schools receive for 
supporting this kind of advertisement more important than our kids’ health? Sadly, the 
answer seems to be “yes”. 

These contradictory messages are seen everywhere. My son is currently 
participating in a summer swimming league, which has a tournament every weekend. 


All the parents are informed that the team’s food stand is the team’s principal fundraising 
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activity, since its funds are used to pay the coaches, to organize swim meets, and to 
maintain the pool. Therefore, all parents are instructed not to bring food to the pool. On 
the first day, I decided to follow instructions and did not bring any food to the pool. As 
we atrived at the pool cafeteria, a variety of colorful donuts, candies and sodas were on 
display next to few not-so-good-looking bananas: mixed messages were sent again. We 
are trying to get our kids involved in sports to make them active and healthy, to move 
them away from the computer and video games, to try to minimize the highest 
percentage of obesity that our country has faced, but, at the same time, we are offering 
them unhealthy food simply because it is more profitable. How can you feed a donut toa 
kid that is getting ready to swim? You don’t need to be a nutritionist to know that this is 
a bad combination. Most of the parents would choose a fruit over a donut, but the 
purchasing power at these tournaments comes from the kids, so organizers opt for 
selling what the kids would want to buy instead of what is good for them. 

Not all decisions are so clear-cut, however. It is at times difficult to find out what 
is really good for us. When choosing between our vegetables and fruits, we are now 
sometimes faced with the option to buy organic or locally-grown foods. We have been 
receiving information from several sources along the years that even small doses of 
pesticides and other chemicals can adversely affect people’s health. Therefore, our first 
impulse would be to only buy organic food. But the organic food is not necessarily 
grown here in our neighborhood. Most of the times, they are imported from different 
part of the world, which causes a big waste of energy and fuel. 

[have made my choice to support the local farmers by attending a farmer's 
market once a week, in a parking lot of a little mall in Irvine. Here several local farmers 


set up their stands side by side, selling vegetables and fruits that they have grown 


Freshman Writer as Artist James Prothero 85 


locally—most of the times without the use of pesticides. It is a unique experience, 
mainly because farmers love to give you explanations on how to choose and on how to 


cook your food. 


I was able to insert two stories about my family. The first one about the contradiction of my daughter’s 
health class where provided information about health eating habits and rewarded the kids with junk food and the 
second story about my son’s swimming team which despite the fact that the kids are involved in a sport to promote 
health, had a snack bar where only junk food was sold. I believe those stories made the paper more interesting. 
This cause and effect paper was the one that I had the hardest time to insert the 5 senses. I still had to work on the 


senses and insert a conclusion. 


FINAL DRAFT 
Ludmila Pires 
Dr. Prothero 
English 100 


1 August 2007 


Consequences of our food choices 


The choices we make when choosing our foods affect our health, our economy 
and the environment. Most of the time when we are shopping for food, we are only 
thinking about what would be beneficial for our health, without keeping in mind that 


several other factors are involved in our choices. Have you ever stopped to think how 
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much oil was used for a tomato from Chile to arrive in our stores? Probably not! We 
usually focus on having a ripe, juicy and red tomato, but we rarely think about fossil fuels 
when buying our food. We are visual beings and tend focus on short-term issues—we 
want what looks good, and that’s it. There is much more than appearance behind our 
food choices, however. 

One could say that our purchasing habits can be compared to our voting powers: 
it takes some effort on our part to make good choices. If we choose a locally-grown 
product versus an imported product, we are helping to save oil; if we choose a fruit over a 
donut, we are helping to promote health—usually for our children. Unfortunately, just 
like with voting, very few people want to go through the hard work of becoming well- 
informed before making their decisions. 

Food items are the primary products purchased all over the world. Given that 
the world has around 6 billion people, it is clear that our choices concerning food 
products have an enormous impact worldwide, on many levels. Who can live without 
food? We can cut personal costs associated with buying food by looking for better 
prices, shopping in different grocery stores, not buying superfluous items, and using 
coupons, but we can’t choose not to buy food. 

Most of us are already overwhelmed just by thinking about the health aspects of 
our food choices. We have to think about the amount of fat, the amount of sugar, the 
amount of sodium, the lack of vitamins and fibers, and the amount of pesticides, just to 
mention a few of our concerns. 

My parent’s generation did not have to make all those choices as young adults, 
about 40 years ago. My mom would simply buy what her money could afford. For 


example, as a child I don’t remember ever being restricted on my sugar intake. On the 
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other hand, I did not have the same variety of candies available as my children have 
today. Some of the candies I see today are just colored sugar in colorful packages. 
Nevertheless, we have much more nutritional information readily available to us in 
different ways, so making educated choices for my family is part of being a good mother. 

In the past, there was only “fat”—or, at least, that was all that was talked about. 
If we wanted to make a healthy choice about our food, we would simply try to stay away 
from fat. Nowadays, we have to think about “good fat” and “bad fat”, “good cholesterol” 
and “bad cholesterol”. At one point, many people started buying only non-fat products, 
thinking that all their problems were resolved. Big mistake! Our body needs fats—the 
“good fat”. Saturated fats and trans fats can be our worst enemies if consumed in high 
doses, increasing our chances of developing cardiovascular diseases. Unsaturated fats, as 
found in vegetable oils and nuts, however, are very important for our health. 

Recent advances in the perception of nutrition and health, and developments in 
the field of diet and nutrition, take along time to be integrated into and become main 
stream in the way our society thinks about food. As a result, I see very contradictory 
facts on how nutritional choices and health issues are handled in schools. 

My daughter is in seventh grade and within her science class curriculum she had 
about three months of health classes. These classes included, among several subjects, an 
analysis of her daily food intake, with the purpose of making the kids aware of what they 
eat. Among several of the activities in which the students were involved, one of them 
was to cook a meal only using healthful ingredients. I was very excited about this new 
partnership with the school. As a parent, I felt that I had found someone to back me up 


on my daily, boring advice to my daughter, such as “eat your vegetables”, “don’t drink 
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soda”, “don’t eat fast food”. This advice was now not only said at home, but also 
supported by facts at school. 

School activities also made students alert to the fact that TV advertises several 
products that are not necessarily the best for them, that vendors had several interests 
when advertising a product, and that children’s health and well-being was not one of 
them. When this class was over, to my astonishment, all the students were awarded a 
full meal at McDonald’s as their prize for having completed the entire project. Has the 
world gone crazy? Can something be more contradictory than giving fast food as a prize 
for someone that had completed a project about healthy eating habits? Not only this, but 
every celebration at school involves fast food. Is the money that schools receive for 
supporting this kind of advertisement more important than our kids’ health? Sadly, the 
answer seems to be “yes”. 

These contradictory messages are seen everywhere. My son is currently 
participating in a summer swimming league, which has a tournament every weekend. 

All the parents are informed that the team’s food stand is the team’s principal fundraising 
activity, since its funds are used to pay the coaches, to organize swim meets, and to 
maintain the pool. Therefore, all parents are instructed not to bring food to the pool. On 
the first day, I decided to follow instructions and did not bring any food to the pool. As 
we atrived at the pool cafeteria, a variety of colorful donuts, candies and sodas were on 
display next to few not-so-good-looking bananas: mixed messages were sent again. We 
are trying to get our kids involved in sports to make them active and healthy, to move 
them away from the computer and video games, to try to minimize the highest 
percentage of obesity that our country has faced, but, at the same time, we are offering 


them unhealthy food simply because it is more profitable. How can you feed a donut toa 
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kid that is getting ready to swim? You don’t need to be a nutritionist to know that this is 
a bad combination. Most of the parents would choose a fruit over a donut, but the 
purchasing power at these tournaments comes from the kids, so organizers opt for 
selling what the kids would want to buy instead of what is good for them. 

Not all decisions are so clear-cut, however. It is at times difficult to find out what 
is really good for us. When choosing between our vegetables and fruits, we are now 
sometimes faced with the option to buy organic or locally-grown foods. We have been 
receiving information from several sources along the years that even small doses of 
pesticides and other chemicals can adversely affect people’s health. Therefore, our first 
impulse would be to only buy organic food. But the organic food is not necessarily 
grown here in our neighborhood. Most of the times, they are imported from different 
part of the world, which causes a big waste of energy and fuel. 

[have made my choice to support the local farmers by attending a farmer's 
market once a week, in a parking lot of a little mall in Irvine. Here several local farmers 
set up their stands side by side, selling vegetables and fruits that they have grown 
locally—most of the times without the use of pesticides. It is a unique experience, 
mainly because farmers love to give you explanations on how to choose and on how to 
cook your food. 

The scenario is full of colors—red strawberries, yellow oranges, green vegetables, 
and multicolor flowers. The air is filled with different aromas. Each stand has a different 
product with a history behind it. The atmosphere inspires life. People walk from one 
side to another. How wonderful is it to eat a product for which you know the origin? 
This experience has put me in closer contact with my neighborhood and my food. Each 


week my family and I are introduced to a new product and to the many benefits that it 
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can bring to our health. New friends are made and old ones are reunited. 


The food we buy influences our quality of life. In the short term, the food we 
choose has clear health effects. In the long-term, through the patterns of fossil fuel 
resources and chemicals used to produce and distribute food, our choices ultimately have 
a large environmental impact. With so many contradictory messages and so much 
information available, the responsibility for making good choices is in every person’s 
hands. I hope I can make educated choices that will positively affect not only my 


personal life, but also the planet and its other inhabitants. 


Brainstorms— Topics for Cause and Effect 


im 


2 


why are American politics so polarized? 

ever since the advent of television and the movies, literacy has slowly declined. What, if 
any, is the link between these two facts? 

men are generally not over-aware of their looks. Women are constantly worried about it. 
What is there reason for this? Is this some sort of culturally trained vanity, or is it foisted 
on women by the visual expectations of men? 

why do we prefer large gas-guzzling vehicles when smaller, more efficient vehicles would 
serve our needs as well or better? 

why do fools fall in love? 

what happens when people start to worry more about safety than liberty? 

what is the effect of our diet on our health in later life? 

how can one really become a multi-millionaire in just a few years without the sham 


tricks? 
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2: 


10. 


11. 


12. 


13. 


14. 


15. 


16. 


17. 


18. 


19. 


20. 


does the government really have that much control over the economy? 

what did the New Deal do to reshape the role of government? 

is it really true blondes have more fun? 

can a philosophy of living dangerously ruin or improve a life? 

why do other countries hate America but love our movies? 

why has radical Islam declared war on the West? 

why do you believe what you believe? 

if you could rewind time and go back to any one moment in your past, what would you 
do differently? 

what was the best choice you ever made and why? 

have we waited too long to do something about global warming to save ourselves? 
why do we still not have an effective national effort against climate change? 

how much longer will America be the dominant world super power and what, if 


anything, will change that status? 
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Argument and Persuasion 

This section will be different from the others, mainly because there won’t be a student or 
professional sample writing. But also, because in Freshman Composition, argument often gets 
very little coverage, depending on the preferences of the prof who is teaching. This is probably 
because in most systems, the second semester class is devoted to a large degree, if not 
completely, to critical thinking and argument, and anything a prof can do ina short unit seems 
incomplete and maybe even redundant. Instead of writing a chapter that will teach you 
everything you need to know to write effective argument, I will concede that learning to do that 
probably takes a whole semester, and leave it to classes devoted to the topic. 

Instead, since this is a combination of rhetoric, and stylebook, I’m going to point out a 
few things about persuasion using the written word. Notice that I didn’t say I was going to talk 
mainly about logic, though I will. Perhaps on Mr. Spock’s Planet Vulcan from Star Trek, logic and 
persuasion come to the same thing, but here on Earth, they have an interesting and troubled 
relationship. This could lead me into a rather long and convoluted discussion of human nature 
and all the things that prevent people from being strictly logical, but I think that is another 
book, and a rather long one. As this is a book on the skillful use of words, I’m going to limit 
myself to the effectiveness of the written word in persuasion. 

For the ancient Greeks there was logos, or logic, ethos, or the credibility of the speaker, 
and pathos, or the appeal to emotions. Logic teaches that emotion is strictly speaking not a 
rational reason for anything. But, you know what? People act from their feelings often, and have 
no inclination to apologize for doing so. It rather makes the prof trying to teach the virtues of 


pure logic look rather heartless and pedantic. And that, is a matter of ethos. So ultimately, 
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though logic is the tool of clear thinking, it tends to be only one part of clear thinking. Ethos also 
has to do with ethics, and there we get into a sticky problem. A good way to illustrate this 
problem is Uncle Fred. 

I'm assuming you know someone like Uncle Fred. Fred is that obnoxious family member 
or near-member, who shows up at every party, whether he’s wanted or not. And if he’s not 
wanted, it’s because he likes to use parties to corner someone and then overwhelm his victim in 
a pointless and controversial argument. I think we've all met someone like Uncle Fred; perhaps 
we work for him/her or are even (God forbid!) married to him/her. Now let me be very clear: 
Uncle Fred is not just a “mixer”, as Beatle Paul calls his grandfather in A Hard Day’s Night, that is, 
someone who likes to cause as much trouble as possible. Fred really believes the things that he’s 
preaching, while the hostess of the party gives him dirty looks. Fred is sincere. But every time 
you get suckered in to talking to Uncle Fred, you find yourself stuttering, “but, but, but ....”. 
And when he finally sucks you dry and discards you, 48 hours later you think up all sorts of 
things you wanted to say to him to put him in his place. You feel like you have been jumped and 
robbed, in an intellectual sort of way. You feel like you’ve been cheated. That’s because you 
have. 

There are many logical fallacies and different books highlight different ones. I’m going to 
focus on one here. But one of the most subtle and insidious ways to cheat mentally is known by 
two names: Circle Argument, or Begging the Question. Perhaps on Planet Vulcan one can 
argue to a conclusion that is undeniable. Us people from Planet Earth stand on more tenuous 
ground. First, you need to understand the two different kinds of logic: deductive and 
inductive. Deductive logic is what we think of when we think of logic. There is a premise, a 
second premise and then an unavoidable conclusion. All very Sherlock Holmes. This structure 


is called a syllogism and one can spend a whole semester discovering the mathematical side of 
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syllogisms. I’m not going to do that here. A simple syllogism might be; 

Audrey attends Vanguard University 

Vanguard University’s mascot is the Lion 

therefore, Audrey is a Vanguard University Lion 
You may have seen this structure before, usually giving an example having to do with Socrates 
and death, but that’s too depressing when one contemplates all the implications and I won't 
repeat it here. Deductive logic is almost foolproof. I said almost because for deductive logic to 
work, both the first (major) and second (minor) premise have to be beyond dispute. And tell 
me, how many things in this world that people would want to argue about are beyond dispute? 
Let me show you what I mean. 

Audrey is a space alien 

all space aliens attend Vanguard University 

therefore, Audrey attends Vanguard University 
Technically, this syllogism is valid, that is, the structure is correct. But do you believe it for one 
moment? No way. One or both of the premises are not credible, and our flawless proof falls 
apart in an instant. 

Back to Uncle Fred. The dirty trick that Uncle Fred pulled on you is that he acted like 
some of his premises proved themselves. Sure, he did it subtly, and you didn’t notice, which is 
why it took you 48 hours to figure it out. But he probably said things like, “Well you know, of 


“ 


course X is Y...“ and you, not wanting to be rude, said something like “Yes, but ...“. That was 
the moment you lost the game. Fred just blithely went on, assuming the thing he was trying to 
prove to you, and using that assumption as proof that he was right. You see how he cheated? 


Now, if you wanted to catch him, the minute he said, “Well you know, of course X is Y ... “, you 


should have jumped in there and said, “No, Uncle Fred, I don’t. Can you explain that for me?” 
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Do that often enough, and it’s Fred that’s going to find an excuse to get away from you. He tried 
to beg the question and you didn’t let him get away with it. Bravo for you. 

All this stems from the fact that most people don’t understand the structure of logic. 
Like the scriptwriters for Star Trek, we assume logic can somehow go down all the way to the 
ground and you can build a chain of undeniable deductive arguments. No, no, not so. The fact 
is, all of us start from what I will call assumptions. We can’t help it. There’s no other way to 
think. I define an assumption as something which we hold to be true that we can neither prove 
nor disprove. Thomas Jefferson had the same idea when he wrote, “We hold these truths to be 
self-evident”. As humans, we come to grasp certain truths and all our logic builds up from those 
truths, which I call assumptions. Perhaps we arrive at them by intuition, or perhaps we arrive at 
them by inductive logic, or a bit of both. 

Inductive logic, unlike deductive, looks at a lot of evidence pointing to the same 
conclusion. When that amount of evidence becomes overwhelming, one is inductively 
convinced. Notice that I didn’t say it was proved. Let me give you a real-life example. Every 
weekday when I taught high school, I drove through a particular intersection to where I used to 
teach. That’s an average of ten times a week for a whole school year. At least once a month, | 
would see either an accident being cleaned up by the police, paramedics and the tow trucks, or I 
would see new skid marks and broken glass. All this evidence is pointing towards one 
conclusion. At some point I become convinced that that intersection is a dangerous one. Did I 
prove it? Not really. Because all you have to say to me is, “Well, if that’s such a dangerous 
intersection, and you’ve been through it over 3,000 times, how come you've never been in an 
accident?” And so it goes with inductive logic. There is always a way to unplug it in the back, 
so to speak. Yet, when we think about it, how often do we in a controversial situation, know 


two indisputable facts? Life is a messy business, and this means that almost all the time we are 
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thrown back on inductive logic to find out what we believe. When you write your papers, 
especially any papers that argue, research or take and sort of position, you are going to be piling 
on the inductive evidence that points to your conclusion. 

This is why the controversies that rage in our American culture wars seem to go on 
forever without anyone convincing anyone to change their minds. This is why you'll hear two 
opposing points of view and each side sounds right. Yet, you know enough about logic to know 
they can’t both be right. Both sides of a given issue start from far different assumptions, and 
though they fling inductive evidence at each other, no one addresses the assumptions and both 
sides walk away convinced they are right and the other side is stupid, deluded or morally 
depraved. The truth is more subtle. 

Let’s take one of our more acrimonious and long-lasting controversies: abortion. Now, 
I'm not going to argue a side here, because either you'd agree with me or not and then I wouldn’t 
convince you to change your mind. And besides that being useless, it’s beside my real point. Feel 
free to disagree, but I would say the bottom assumption of the Pro-Life movement is this: life 
begins at conception. If that is your assumption, and you deductively make that your major 
premise, your minor premise sooner or later is going to be that killing humans is murder, and 
you're going to conclude that abortion is murder with perfect logic. 

But you probably won’t convince your Pro-Choice neighbor. Feel free to disagree again, 
but I'd say that the bottom assumption of the Pro-Choice movement is this: no one has the right 
to make a moral choice for another person. Now what I’m hoping will strike you is that these 
people aren’t really even talking about the same thing; one is talking conception and the other is 
talking personal moral choices. These assumptions are light years from each other—in fact, they 


don’t even address the question in remotely the same way. 
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And that’s why no one ever really solves this moral debate. It’s as if one side was talking 
in Greek and the other in Swahili. They’re throwing inductive facts at each other, but until the 
base assumptions align or come close to aligning, it’s not so much an argument as it is just a 
shouting match. And how often do we hear people address the question of when a fetus becomes 
a human being or what point individual moral choice gives way to societal moral choice? | 
haven't heard it hardly at all. 

But raging controversies to the side, what does this have to do with you, a college 
student? Well, first, you should recognize the nature of your own assumptions. Second, next 
time you’re with Uncle Fred and you're starting to feel flummoxed, press your mental pause 
button and ask yourself, ‘What are Fred’s assumptions?” .. Because the minute you understand 
Fred’s assumptions, you understand Fred’s argument, because the assumptions are the roots. 
Plus, you can spot when he’s trying to foist unproven assumptions on you, and you can call him 
on it. In fact, this really is the answer to the question so many students ask as they hear many 
and contradictory arguments all around them: who’s right? Well, I won't tell you what to think, 
but if you can spot the assumptions underlying any argument, you will know where everyone is 
coming from and you will be able to make your own decisions with certainty and with a sense of 


ethos that you can live with. 


Other Ways to Cheat Logically 

I’m going to group the other fallacies in an untraditional way: the way they appear. Thus 
[have three categories—political fallacies, advertising fallacies and conceptual fallacies. This 
is not to say that some of these irrational patterns don’t appear elsewhere, but where they most 
often appear. 


Advertising Fallacies 
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Bandwagon or Ad Populum. This is simply the appeal of ‘everybody’s doing it and you should too!’ 
Pepsi ran an ad years ago about “join the Pepsi generation”. Coke, not to be outdone, many years 
ago had hundreds of people on a mountaintop, waving their Coke bottles and singing “I'd like to 
teach the world to sing”, implying that drinking Coke would bring world peace. Say what you 
like, the herd mentality is a strong human drive and this fallacy appeals to our desire to go along 


with society. 


Appeal to Tradition. Whatever your politics may be, there are places where you feel ‘if it ain’t 
broke, don’t fix it.’ This is not to say to follow a tradition is not rational. Tradition is often 
tradition simply because it’s been proven to work over generations. And tradition can also 
become outdated and inappropriate to a changing world. You have to make a judgment call. 
And that’s exactly the point. “We’ve always done it that way—end of argument” is no 
argument. Tradition is not self-justifying. This one is often seen in ads for luxury items. Some 
luxury car was good enough for your father, whom the ad implies, was wealthy. Therefore it 
would be a shame for you to drive anything else. The whole appeal of monetary dynasties and a 
long and noble history in the upper classes is implied, which make this simple fallacy very 


powerful and appealing. 


Generalization or Hasty Conclusion. This fallacy is called by at least two different names, but the 
simple fact is coming to conclusion on little or very general information—which, if you think 
about it, is the same thing—is always an invitation to sloppy thinking. This fallacy covers 
everything from stereotypes, racial and otherwise, to bad judgments made on too little 


information. The English poet, William Blake, said, “To generalize is to be an idiot” and he 
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wasn’t far wrong. Whenever you hear or read sweeping statements, you should be very wary. 
Another classic example often given is the rush of the media to judgment of Richard Jewel in the 
Atlanta Olympics bombing case. Jewel, a security guard, discovered the bomb and gave a 
warning, saving many lives. At one point, the FBI investigated the possibility that he had 
planted the bomb to make himself a hero. They staked him out, but eventually concluded he was 
innocent, and found the real culprit to be someone else. But the media decided the FBI stakeout 
was proof of guilt and rushed to publish. Jewel’s career was ruined and he sued the papers that 
broke the story. 

Make sure you have all the information you need before you decide and don’t be afraid to 
‘leave your jury out’ for a while. Likewise, be skeptical about anyone else’s sweeping 
pronouncements. One dirty trick that won’t earn you any friends, but prove you are more logical 
is the next time you hear someone throw out some vast negative stereotype and say something 


like “all X is Y”, chime in, “Oh really? How do you know? Did you interview them all?” 


Either-or or false dilemma. Advertising loves to force the target audience into a corner by 
portraying only two options—usually either buy their stuff or miss out or get inferior quality or 
miss out on the good life in some fashion. Either-or fallacy insists on only two possible 
outcomes when in fact, in this large and complex world, there are a myriad of outcomes. Often 
we hear a variation on “Come down to X’s one-day sale or you'll miss out on the savings!”. Never 
mind that we'll save far more if we stay home. This fallacy can worm its way into other aspects 
of our life as well, for instance the notion that going to a certain college is the only alternative to 


having a sub-standard education. 


Political Fallacies 
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Straw Man. This is a common fallacy in any sort of hot discussion, not just politics. Straw man 
happens whenever someone sums up their opponents’ position unfairly or over simply in order 
to demolish it all the easier. The image is of punching out a scarecrow to prove what a good 
fighter you are. A current example might be: 

A:T favor withdrawing from Afghanistan 

B: Oh! So you favor giving in to terrorists and letting them take over the Middle East! 
What’s clear here is that B has constructed a long line of projected meaning and grafted it onto 
A’s statement. Did A think any of that? We don’t know, but B would have us believe it in an 
instant and scornfully derides A for something A never said. That’s cheating and in any debate, 
you'll probably see it a lot, especially as people get heated and want to score points by laying out 


their full position without having to defend it. 


Ad Hominum or Attacking the Person. This is what is often called ‘mud-slinging’. But it’s not simply 
insult. It is insult with a view to discrediting another's position. So a politician who has a new 
proposal for reforming health care or preserving the environment might be attacked for his 
sexual improprieties. “My opponent’s policies are misguided; how can you believe a man that 
cheats on his wife?” Well, it’s a good question and I don’t advise marital infidelity, but a repeat 
adulterer may have great policy ideas. The two areas are separate. An entirely admirable 
congressman, judge, senator or president might have lousy ideas and be a great husband or wife. 
The quality of the ideas are separate from the moral disposition of the leader. Now, there may be 
an exception when the leader is proposing a program for teen chastity at the same time he has a 
mistress. There the issue is linked and the hypocrisy is blatant. But unless there’s a clear link 


like that, the quality of the person is a separate issue from the quality of their ideas. 


Freshman Writer as Artist James Prothero 101 


Post Hoc or False Cause and Effect. This is jumping to a conclusion that simply because A happened 
and then B, A must have caused B. A might have caused B, but then you have to prove it first. 
Certainly, this fallacy shows up in many arenas of life. But it’s especially good in politics, in 
situations where a candidate votes a certain way and it happens to enrich him or her. Yes, we 
can be suspicious at that point, but suspicion and proof are two different things altogether. | 
like to give the example of my classes of suppose you drink a soft drink too fast and let out a 
loud burp. Suddenly, a 6.2 earthquake hits and everybody is diving under desks (I teach in 
Southern California). As the dust clears and the shaking stops, you tell yourself, “I'll never drink 
X brand sodas again.” Well, it may be a good idea for your sugar intake, but the loud burp (A) 
did not cause the 6.2 quake (B). The example is laughable, but that’s just the point. Just 


because A happened and then B, does not prove that A caused B. 


Equivocation. This is a very subtle verbal fallacy, where you take words that can mean more than 
one thing and shift the meanings inside a deductive argument. A classic example often used is: 
“Only man is rational; no woman is a man, therefore, no woman is rational.” In this example, the 
definition of ‘man’ is altered from ‘a human person’ to ‘a male human person’ very subtly. This is 


clearly moving the goalposts. 


Red Herring or Distraction. This fallacy has an odd name, implying the trick of dragging small, 
smelly fish across your trail to distract the following bloodhounds. You see this a lot in politics, 
where politicians dodge a question by answering one they would rather and tailoring it so bits 


sound like they did answer the question. Or maybe they launch out in accusation about the 
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unfairness of the question. Considering the pressure the press puts on politicians, this is hardly 


surprising, but in terms of reason, it won’t hold water. 


Conceptual Fallacies 
Appeal to Pity. This fallacy is not a fallacy so much as simply the statement that emotion is not a 
reason. As I said above, people often do ignore it. To get at all righteous about it is to imply that 
we are ruled, or ought to be ruled entirely by reason. The classic example given is that it isn’t 
rational to not fire a poor employee simply because they need the job and their children will 
starve. True, simple logic says fire them, if you’re deduction is: 

X is a bad employee 

bad employees hurt the company 

therefore, X needs to be fired 
Logical, yes, but this isn’t the Planet Vulcan again. Ethos comes in here, and our assumptions 
and beliefs about what is morally right. And pathos comes in here. Compassion in certain 
situations can be a virtue. It’s not by itself an argument, and here again, it depends on your base 
assumptions. If your beliefs demand you show compassion, you're not going to care much about 


logical fallacy. 


Innuendo Fallacy. This is one that I’ve been noticing a lot lately that isn’t in any other books I can 
find on logical fallacies. And it could just as well fit under the other categories. This fallacy is all 
about what it not said. Most often it comes in the form of questions. Americans as a rule tend to 
be skeptical. But that skepticism can be turned on itself by innuendo and all sorts of intelligent 


people can be made to believe all sorts of bizarre assumptions so long as you claim nothing and 


Freshman Writer as Artist James Prothero 103 


hint everything. We love conspiracy theories and many Americans will rush headlong to believe 
something if it’s couched in terms of conspiracy and dark hints. We Americans are in love with 
paranoia. I can’t prove to you that the Bermuda Triangle is a true phenomenon, but if I put on a 
cable channel show about it, background it with creepy music, and ask unanswered questions 
like, “why do authorities refuse to answer questions about X?” people can’t bring themselves to 
change the channel. We are riveted by the mystery element and by the base assumption that 
many Americans swallow without thinking, that our government is out to get us, big business or 
unions are out to get us, SOMEBODY IS OUT TO GET US, and they are lying to cover it up. 
Thus what you can’t possibly prove to a skeptic, they will often swallow whole if you hint it. Go 


figure. Be clear: hints are not proof. And paranoia is a mental illness. 


Slippery Slope. This fallacy is sort of a glorified cause and effect fallacy. The difference really is that 
slippery slope involves not only one unproven assumption that A will cause B, but usually a 
whole chain of such assumptions that project into the future. And nobody is very good at 
predicting the future. The example I remember well from the Vietnam era was the assertion that 
if the US military pulled out of Vietnam, the North Vietnamese army would come crashing 
down and take South Vietnam, then the rest of southeast Asia, Indonesia, the Philippines, New 
Zealand, Australia, Japan, Hawaii, and before you knew it, the Commies would have come 
marching up Sunset Boulevard in LA. Well, South Vietnam did fall and there was a lot of 
trouble in southeast Asia. And that’s all. The simple fact is none of us have very good credentials 
about predicting the future. If anything is certain from looking into the past, it’s that we were 


generally clueless about what was to come, no matter how many intelligent guesses we made. 
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Reductionism. This is a very simple verbal fallacy and closely related to begging the question. You 
just defeat someone’s argument by dismissing it with a contemptuous wave of your hand and 
using the words mere or just. “That’s just a foolish notion.” “It was mere trickery”. You see the 
trick. It makes the arguer feel like they’ve disappointed your vast intellect and the listener feel 
like you're scolding the arguer for dumb ideas not worthy of a response. In fact, it’s hocus pocus 


and you haven’t really addressed the argument at all. 


Reason, Imagination and Persuasion 

Having said all that, I’ve saved one last fallacy for a special discussion. That is faulty 
analogy. An analogy compares two slightly unalike things to give us an insight, and in that sense, 
works like an extended metaphor. The main difference is that a metaphor will generally look for 
two very unalike things and an analogy attempts to be at least close. “My love is a red, red rose” 
is a metaphor, unless you really think the speaker is in love with a plant. “High school is like a 
prison” is an analogy, because, frankly, (and sadly), there are many similarities. 

But there are exceptions to even the distinction between metaphor and analogy, and the 
bottom line is that when we cross into analogy, we have entered the terrain of metaphor and 
figurative language. College textbooks will generally tell you that for an analogy to be logically 
convincing, the two things compared must be fairly close in multiple ways. 

True, but this almost never happens, and as this really is a discussion about effective 
writing, I’d have to say that an analogy that is fairly close, and therefore meets the logical test, is 
very likely to be unconvincing compared to a more daring and imaginative metaphor. 

And that’s why this short chapter is really all there is to say about logic in a writing class. 


The study of logic really demands its own class and will repay the student in many ways. Logic 
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is simply clear thinking, and that can’t be bad. However, in reality, our logos gets balanced with 
our pathos and the final word more often goes to our ethos. We are not Vulcans; we do not live by 
logic alone. Coleridge and the Romantics believed that imagination was an important part of 
any mental makeup and not to be cast aside for logic. C.S. Lewis has said that reason is the 
vehicle of truth, but imagination the vehicle of meaning. And this is where Coleridge and the 
Romantics are right. As in the fallacy of appeal to pity, one can logically conclude that pity and 
analogy, not to mention metaphors, are illogical. That may be true, but our need to make 
meaning from our lives, to find the balance of ethos, and even a reason for ethos, drives us back to 
questions of what we believe and the very foundation of our thinking in our base assumptions. 
It’s not enough for us humans to be logical; we have to ask what the meaning of our lives and our 
choices are. And for that, the tools of analogy and metaphor, though they technically prove 
nothing, are some of the most powerful tools of persuasion in writing. 

To put it briefly, if you can make your reader picture it in their mind, there’s a very good 


chance you will persuade them to your view. 


Writing it up 

There are two ways you can go about this, depending on the parameters set by you instructor. 
They are: A) act like a judge and take an issue. Examine both sides impartially and only make a 
judgement in the concluding paragraphs. Or, B) take an issue and argue one side thoroughly, 
making sure to deal with counter arguments. Obvious choices are any hot-button current issue. | 


will try and see if I can make some suggestions that push the envelope in the brainstorm below. 


Brainstorms—Topics for Argument and Persuasion 
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1. We have all heard about climate change. But how do our solutions for climate change affect 
the poor and needy? Do we do as much damage or more to people’s lives in trying to save the 


planet they live on? Or is climate change itself that attacker of the world’s poor? 


2. Writer David Brooks has said that since the rise of the Tea Party conservative movement, 
people don't want to compromise in state capitals and in Washington, with people of other 
parties. Brooks believes that when someone wants to force their agenda on the rest of the 
country without compromise with others who disagree, what they really want is not democracy 
but dictatorship. Democracy is messy, inefficient, and made up of compromise. To march to 
Washington determined to force your liberal or conservative agenda on the country is 


dictatorship. Agree or disagree and give reasons for your position. 


3. Our economy is doing well—on paper. We have jobs, but young people are finding that even 
with a college degree, most of the jobs available start at minimum wage. And minimum wage is 
far from being a living wage. What should we do about this in a country where half our 
population holds the libertarian belief that free markets should be allowed to correct 
themselves? Some young people have gone overseas to get jobs where the pay is far more livable. 


Is that the solution? 


4. Many of our most shameful episodes or racism of sexism come from people making vast 
generalizations like “All black people are ... “, “All women are ... “, “All white people are... “ 


“All government is... , “etc. Pick an issue distorted by generalization fallacy and explain why 


the generalization distorts the much finer and nuanced reality. 


5. One of the thorniest problems in American society works down to one of two basic and 


opposing assumptions: a) the individual is more important than the community and must 
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protect their liberty from the government, or b) the community is as important as the individual 
and the government must protect the wider community from powerful rich people who plunder 


the wider society. Examine these two assumptions logically and dispassionately. 
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Research—Report of Information 
Choosing Research Better Topics 

There is a surprisingly difficult problem which students face: figuring out what to write 
about. Too often students for lack of a better idea simply copy a topic they or a friend or a family 
member has done successfully before. Thus, if I read one more paper on legalizing marijuana or 
unwed mothers, I think I will scream. If any topics are worn out, it’s these two. And I suspect 
I'm not the only English prof that’s sick of them, not to mention that the repetition makes us 
suspect the student of plagiarism. Write about something else. Though the problem extends to 
perfectly good topics that have been written about into the ground. I’m an environmentalist, a 
card-carrying member of the Sierra Club and the Nature Conservancy. But I think I'll weep if I 
read another paper on climate change. It’s a good topic, but it’s worn-out and overdone. 

Now it would be fairly simple to generate pages of lists of possible topics, and I will do 
this at the end of the chapter, but I don’t think this is the real heart of the problem for students. 
One of the genius ideas that came out of some of the curriculum development by teachers 
associated with the National Writing Project is the “I-Search” paper. There is a lot to it, but the 
central concept is that students have to research something that they are really interested in. 
This is simply true because if you're bored with the topic, it will inevitably show in the voice 
that you write and it will be equally boring for the prof to read. Your grade doesn’t need that 
additional hurdle; you’ve got hurdles enough as it is. 

A good question to start with on picking a research topic is the essential search of an I- 


Search paper: what do you really want to know? Connecting up to your own curiosity it the 
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best place to start. For a lot of students, just sitting down and making a list of ten things they 
really want to know is enough to get them started sufficiently. 
Then on the other hand, for a lot of students, that’s not enough. That’s too much 


freedom. Let’s see if we can narrow it down a bit. How about some categories: 


1) Things you're interested in because you like them: 
e your favorite pastime when you're not working 
e aplace in the world that fascinates you 
e the career you'd really like to have 


e the one place in the world you'd go to if you had the money and time 


2) Things you're interested in because they tick you off: 
e taxes, lawyers, final exams and other unpleasant realities 
e the way people drive around you 
e things you have to do that you hate 


e societal injustices, racial, economic, or sexist 


3) History, or why don’t things ever seem to change? 
e xenophobic episodes, ie, the Holocaust, the Japanese internment, Indian Removal, etc. 
e History told from the point of view of those who lost a given war 
e present clay injustices, wars and other controversy 


e what’s going on with education? 
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I could go on like this for pages and pages, but that is not the point. What I’ve done here 
and what you can do quite easily for yourself is to stop thinking of a topic as something static 
you have to write about. That is a sure formula for ennui, for stultifying boredom, not only for 
your writing, but when your prof reads it as well. Coming up with a topic is easy enough. 
Coming up with a topic that interests you is a real trick. It’s not enough to ask just ‘what am | 
curious about?’, but you also need to get close to why you care about your topic. I'll say it more 
clearly: 

It’s not enough to figure out what you want to write about; you must figure out why 
you care about it enough to write well on it. 

The best research paper I ever read was by a young father whose son was being referred 
to a school counselor for testing to see if his boy was ADHD, or Attention Deficit Hyperactive 
Disorder. If diagnosed, the boy might be put on drugs. The father, my student, knew almost 
nothing about ADHD, and he was due to sit with his wife in a meeting with school officials and 
psychologists. He was determined to walk into that meeting and know about ADHD, so nobody 
could pull the wool over his eyes. He ultimately turned in fourteen pages of some of the most 
fascinating reading I’ve ever done. That is genuine research. And it was because he was really 
interested and that he really cared. 

So take a look at a list with this question in your mind: 


Which do I care about and why do I care? 


How to Research 
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This is an area I find students have two problems, which seem contradictory. 1) They 
think research is only finding irrelevant stuff in dusty old books and 2) they think research 


should be done entirely on the internet. 


Old Books and Dust—there is a certain amount of truth in this delusion. Books, and journals too, 
are what we store civilization in. If it hadn’t been for those good Benedictine monks through the 
dark ages, storing up the manuscripts that held the living memory of the Greco-Roman 
civilization upon which ours is built, we would probably still be in the dark ages, and not 
contemplating the international space station on our laptops. The trouble is, students don’t 
know where to look and gravitate towards books that are either encyclopedias, or indexes of 
information, which are principally glorified encyclopedias. Don’t get me wrong. Encyclopedias 
are wonderful. The online version everyone prefers today is Wikipedia. If you don’t know a 
single thing about your topic, they’re a good place to start, to get enough basic knowledge of 
your subject that you can find your feet. The trouble is, I get student research papers and in the 
bibliographies there are nothing but encyclopedias and the like. That’s a flashing red light to the 
prof that screams: 

THIS STUDENT DIDN’T DO THEIR JOB! 
Sorry, that was obnoxious, but it’s the truth. Shortcuts look like shortcuts. And students who 
favor lots of shortcuts don’t deserve much of a grade. 


So don’t dust off a couple of encyclopedias and think you’re done. Youre not. 


Man (and woman) can’t live by internet alone—here in the 21* century, the internet has become a fact 
of life, and looks to become even more so. E.M. Forster’s vision in his early science-fiction story 


“The Machine Stops” of people living in little cubicles and having all their contact with other 
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humans in electronic fashion, is not far from our present reality. But leaving nightmare scenarios 
to one side, the fact is, many of my students think that everything is on the internet. Well, Pll 
grant there is a whole lot on the internet, and a lot of things that shouldn’t be, but no, not 
everything you need is on the internet. And this is because if you're really going to research in 
any depth, the material is in books. And though some attempts are being made in this direction, 
by Google books and other sites, most of the millions of pages of print that exist are not yet 
scanned onto some giant hard drive somewhere. Newer books are coming out as e-books as well, 
but often what you need is not in a new book. And the day will probably come within a few 
decades when every book IS online. But we're not there yet. 

This means you'll have to close out of World of Warcraft or Final Fantasy Bazillion, or 
whatever, and walk (what a primitive notion!) in through the front door of a good academic 
library and go past the encyclopedias to the serious, in depth books. There’s just no way around it. 
The big temptation my students have is to view a couple of Wikipedia articles and think they’re 
finished. As I write this in the second edition, I am finding that a lot more books are now e- 
books, so the walking through the library door part is starting to fade. I'll admit it. But the party 
isn’t over yet, and only a small percentage of the books out there have been digitized. So, yes, the 
day will probably come when you actually can do all your research online, but as of this writing 
in 2020, it hasn’t happened yet. 

So if you’re going to be a serious college student, you will have to do some serious 
research, and that means digging deep. And deep isn’t always on the internet. For many of my 
students, they don’t believe that there is anything not on the internet. Or more likely, they just 
don’t want to venture any further than their laptop, You can’t stop at a bibliography with a 


Wikipedia article and a handful of websites and expect much of a grade. 
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What the internet is really useful for is the prelims. Even without every book online, the 
internet has changed the playing field. When I was in undergrad school, half of my time in a 
library was spent looking up books in a paper card catalog. Well, here in the 21* century, card 
catalogs are online catalogs, and even better, data bases. Very few public or academic libraries 
are not online. And this means you can get onto the website of the college where you plan to do 
your research, click a hotlink for the library and fairly soon, you're bound to see a hotlink to the 
catalog. You can do all that preliminary work at three in the morning in you robe and bunny 
slippers at home. What’s more with data bases like the MLA international bibliography 
database for English literature research (there are many others for other subjects) and book 
search databases like Worldcat, you can find specific articles in specific journals fast, find where 
obscure books are anywhere in the world and find out the location of anything you need to find 


out. But you’re still going to have to go to the library and dust off a few books. 


Elementary, my dear Watson—But all this misses the main point. Books are good. The internet is 
good. But that is not research, or at least all there is to research. I’ll say it again—research means 
‘finding out’. Finding out what? Whatever you have chosen to research. And there are other 
tools. The phone has been indispensable to my research. Interviewing people over the phone is 
an easy option and will net you loads of information.Text, chat, and email are also now 
possibilities. Interviewing them in person is even better. Any expert on or even better, 
participant in the event in question is fair game for interview. Plus research may lead you into 
government documents, conducting your own survey or nearly anything. Get the picture out of 
your head of libraries and laptops being all there is to research. Research means playing private 


detective. And a private detective will use all of the above means to find out what he or she 
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wants to know. In fact, I tell my students that they can use any method they want so long as 1) it 
isn’t illegal and 2) it’s safe. 

One of my most interesting research moments had to do with the search for the living 
son of an obscure Welsh poet. My Welsh relatives rescued me by going to the village where the 
poet had lived, heading into the pub, buying a few beers and asking a few questions of the old 
white-haired blokes in the back, probably speaking in Welsh the whole time. And they learned 
what nobody at the university or the National Library of Wales could find out. Research is 
actually an opportunity for a great adventure. Don’t just sit at your laptop and access a couple of 
online encyclopedias and think you’ve done research. Go out and meet people and see things. 
Explore. Think of it as an adventure safari, not an internet session. 


Take a look at the model by Christina Hill below. 


Student Essay in Process: 
by student Christina Hill of Orange Coast College 
DRAFT 1 

Christina Hill 

Dr. Jim Prothero 

English 100 


July 2, 2007 


Diet Pills vs. Good Old Fashion Sweat 
Everyone is always looking for the “magic pill” to cure their weight problems. 


Recently the FDA approved, for the first time, an over the counter diet pilled, Alli. This 
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has been the biggest craze on the market since sliced bread. Caloric reduction and 
exercise are now a thing of the past 

Apparently people want the easy way out, they would prefer not to put blood, 
sweat & tears into reaching their goals. Why do all of that hard work when you can now 
pop a pill and have anal discharge. 

One of the major side effects of Alli is uncontrollable bowel movements. 
According to www.myalliplan.com they strongly recommend that you bring a change of 
clothes to work with you, or wear dark clothing until you learn how to handle the 
“treatment effects” brought on by Alli. These “treatment effects” are a good sign that 
you've eaten too much fat and they will help you to understand what you cannot eat in 
the future. If you continue eating high fat foods the “treatment effects” will also continue. 
These “treatment effects: include: 

More frequent stools 

Loose oily stools (when looking in the toilet the fat appears like the grease on top of 
pizza) 

Oily gas 

On their website they provide the consumer with a generous amount of information on 
their product and promises of a 50% higher weight loss then going at it without the help 
of their pill. They also recommend following a reduced calorie low fat daily diet regimen 
for maximum results. 

As part of the starter plan you will receive a bottle of pills, a pill traveling case, 
and numerous reference guides. I find it interesting that they are including a fat reduced 
recipe book; they also provide information on how to become more active. Along with 


your Alli starter plan purchase you will receive online support, which will have you take 
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a quiz that will personalize the right plan for you. You will also have contact with a 
dietitian for any of your questions or concerns you would like addressed. 

Tam not sure why anyone would jeopardize his or her self-confidence by taking a 
pill that will induce anal discharge. I would much rather do it the good old fashion way 
and learn how to eat correctly to lose weight and maintain a healthy life style. 1 am the 
type of person who likes to sweat and get a lot of my stress out by exercising and feeling 
the burn of my muscles tightening. There are so many programs available to teach a 
person how to live a healthy life style without having to take a drug to help them lose 
weight faster. 

The American Heart Association claims that a weight gain of just 11 pounds can 
double a person’s chances of getting type 2 diabietes. Americans have become over 
weight and obese over the last several decades and now that the awareness is out there 
people are trying to become healthy. However, is it really healthy to take a pill to help 
them lose weight? 


Proper diet and exercise has many benefits for a long, healthy, active life. 


Christina comments: 

I started this essay and knew where I wanted to go with it however it was becoming more monotone and boring 
with each line I wrote. I felt it was important to put some personal facts into the essay about my dieting ups and 
downs and what my true feelings were on diet pills. I wanted to write something that was interesting and would 


hold the readers attention, this so far just wasn’t doing it. 


DRAFT 2 
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Christina Hill 
Dr. Jim Prothero 
English 100 


July 2, 2007 


Diet Pills vs. Good Old Fashion Sweat 

Apparently people want the easy way out, they would prefer not to put blood, 
sweat & tears into reaching their goals. Why do all of that hard work when you can now 
pop a pill and have anal discharge? 

I was watching a commercial for a new weight loss product, the first ever FDA 
approved weight loss pill, Alli. This product promises a 50% higher weight loss then just 
going at it alone; however there are, in my opinion, disgusting and humiliating 
“treatment effects” (as they call them). One of the major side effects of Alli is 
uncontrollable bowel movements. According to www.myalliplan.com they strongly 
recommend that you bring a change of clothes to work with you, or wear dark clothing 
until you learn how to handle the “treatment effects” brought on by Alli. These 
“treatment effects” are a good indication that you've eaten too much fat, and they will 
help you to understand what you cannot eat in the future. If you continue eating high fat 
foods the “treatment effects” will also continue. These “treatment effects” include: 

More frequent stools 
Loose oily stools (when looking in the toilet the fat appears like the grease on top of 
pizza) 


Oily gas 
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On their website they provide the consumer with a generous amount of information on 
their product. They also recommend following a reduced calorie low fat daily diet 
regimen for maximum results. 

As part of the starter plan you will receive a bottle of pills, a pill traveling case, 
and numerous reference guides. I find it interesting that they are including a reduced fat 
recipe book; they also provide information on how to become more active. Along with 
your Alli starter plan purchase you will receive online support, which will have you take 
a quiz that will personalize the right plan for you. You will also have contact with a 
dietitian for any of your questions or concerns you would like addressed. 

Tam not sure why anyone would jeopardize his or her self-confidence by taking a 
pill that will induce anal discharge. I would much rather do it the good old fashion way 
and learn how to eat correctly to lose weight and maintain a healthy life style. 1am the 
type of person who likes to sweat and I get a lot of my stress out by exercising and 
feeling the burn of my muscles tightening. There are so many programs available to teach 
a person how to live a healthy lifestyle without having to take a drug to help them lose 
weight faster. 

The American Heart Association claims that a weight gain of just 11 pounds can 
double a person’s chances of getting type 2 diabetes. Americans have become over weight 
and obese over the last several decades and now that the awareness is out there people 
are trying to become healthy. However, is it really healthy to take a pill to help them lose 
weight? 

Proper diet and exercise have many benefits for a long, healthy, active life. I 
personally have been doing the Weight Watchers program since the middle of June and I 


have lost 8 pounds by eating right and exercising. I am given a daily allowance of food 
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“points” which allows me to eat whatever I'd like as long as Iam in my range. Points are 
figured out by taking the total calories, fat and fiber; and by putting these numbers into 
the Weight Watchers calculator, you get the total points value of that food item. I am 
allotted 22 points per day and I could easily spend over that on a famous star combo at 
Carl’s Jr; however I have learned to make better food choices and I eat and Iam full 
through out the day on my 22 points. I hold myself accountable for my weight loss or 
gain, because I am in control over what I put in my mouth. 

[have also started being more active on a daily basis. Prior to starting Weight 
Watchers I would work out whenever the mood hit me. Now I know that in order for me 
to lose weight I must work out consistently. I am fortunate enough to have a treadmill, 
work out bike and elliptical machine at work (I also have an elliptical machine at home). 
On my half hour lunch break I work out on either the treadmill or the bike for 30 
minutes every day, then 3 -4 times a week I work out on my elliptical machine at home. 

Weight Watchers is so effective at teaching their customers how to eat right and 
manage a healthy lifestyle that Blue Cross and Blue Shield has teamed up with Weight 
Watchers to help their patient’s loss weight. It definitely is a lifestyle change and of 
course with every change there comes challenges; however depending on how badly you 
want the changes, and how determined you are to get there, you can achieve your weight 
loss goals with the right knowledge and tools, naturally. 

The concept of helping people lose weight and helping their bodies to not absorb 
all the fat that is brought into the body is in theory a good idea. It also is helpful for those 
people who can not do it themselves; although I still have to say that using a pill to help 
me reach my goal weight is not going to give me the since of pride and satisfaction as it 


will by doing it all by my own willpower and struggles. 
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During the Weight Watchers weekly meetings, we discuss our struggles through 
out the week and explain what we did, if anything, to manage those trials, and to also 
celebrate each others weight loss. Because this is a group of people working together for 
towards the same goal, it helps others see that they are not the only ones going through 
this. It is also helpful to see what works on others and what might help me get through 
my next disastrous day. 

Alli does not help in the same way that Weight Watchers does. There is no 
getting together with others for ideas, there is no accountability for your actions, there 


truly is no one teaching you what to do and how to do it correctly. 


I think it needs some sort of hook in the opening, something intriguing. I want you to understand my thoughts are 
that chemical shortcuts are bad things and that to take them is lazy and dangerous. I want to put some sort of 
metaphor into the essay, something that grabs and holds the readers attention, | just don’t think I’m there just yet. I 


also need a better way to end the essay, not sure how to yet. 


FINAL DRAFT 
Christina Hill 
Dr. Jim Prothero 
English 100 


July 2, 2007 


Diet Pills vs. Good Old Fashion Sweat 


Anal discharge? Well that’s interesting. 
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Apparently people want the easy way out, they would prefer not to put blood, 
sweat & tears into reaching their goals. Why do all of that hard work when you can now 
pop a pill and lose weight? 

I was watching a commercial for a new weight loss product, the first ever FDA 
approved weight loss pill, Alli. This product promises a 50% higher weight loss then just 
going at it alone; however there are, somewhat disgusting and humiliating “treatment 
effects” (as they call them). 

One of the major side effects of Alli is uncontrollable bowel movements. 
According to www.myalliplan.com they strongly recommend that you bring a change of 
clothes to work with you, or wear dark clothing until you learn how to handle the 
“treatment effects” brought on by Alli. These “treatment effects” are a good indication 
that you've eaten too much fat, and they will help you to understand what you cannot eat 
in the future. If you continue eating high fat foods the “treatment effects” will also 
continue. These “treatment effects” include: 

More frequent stools 

Loose oily stools (when looking in the toilet the fat appears like the grease on top of 
pizza) 

Oily gas 

On their website they provide the consumer with a generous amount of information on 
their product. They also recommend following a reduced calorie low fat daily diet 
regimen for maximum results. 

As part of the starter plan you will receive a bottle of pills, a pill traveling case, 
and numerous reference guides. I find it interesting that they are including a reduced fat 


recipe book; they also provide information on how to become more active. Along with 
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your Alli starter plan purchase you will receive online support, which will have you take 
a quiz that will personalize the right plan for you. You will also have contact with a 
dietitian for any of your questions or concerns you would like addressed. Additionally, 
you can choose to purchase a more in-depth low-fat recipe book that goes strictly with 
this diet pill. 

Why anyone would jeopardize his or her self-confidence by taking a pill that will 
induce anal discharge is not clear to me. | would much rather do it the good old fashion 
way and learn how to eat correctly to lose weight and maintain a healthy life style. Sweat 
and the burning of my muscles tightening is one of many great stress relievers, and at the 
same time it is preparing your body for its long journey. There are so many programs 
available to teach a person how to live a healthy lifestyle without having to take a drug to 
help them lose weight faster. 

The American Heart Association claims that a weight gain of just 11 pounds can 
double a person’s chances of getting type 2 diabetes. Americans have become over weight 
and obese over the last several decades and now that the awareness is out there people 
are trying to become healthy. However, is it really healthy to take a pill to help them lose 
weight? 

Proper diet and exercise have many benefits for a long, healthy, active life. I 
personally have been doing the Weight Watchers program since the middle of June and I 
have lost 8 pounds by eating right and exercising. I am given a daily allowance of food 
“points” which allows me to eat whatever I'd like as long as | am in my range. Points are 
figured out by taking the total calories, fat and fiber; and by putting these numbers into 
the Weight Watchers calculator, you get the total points value of that food item. I am 


allotted 22 points per day and I could easily spend over that on a famous star combo at 
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Carl’s Jr; however I have learned to make better food choices and I eat and Iam full 
through out the day on my 22 points. I hold myself accountable for my weight loss or 
gain, because I am in control over what I put in my mouth. 

[have also started being more active on a daily basis. Prior to starting Weight 
Watchers I would work out whenever the mood hit me. Now I know that in order for me 
to lose weight I must work out consistently. I am fortunate enough to have a treadmill, 
work out bike and elliptical machine at work (I also have an elliptical machine at home). 
On my half hour lunch break I work out on either the treadmill or the bike for 30 
minutes every day, then 3 -4 times a week I work out on my elliptical machine at home. 

Weight Watchers is so effective at teaching their customers how to eat right and 
manage a healthy lifestyle that Blue Cross and Blue Shield have teamed up with Weight 
Watchers to help their patient’s loss weight. It definitely is a lifestyle change and of 
course with every change there comes challenges; however depending on how badly you 
want the changes, and how determined you are to get there, you can achieve your weight 
loss goals with the right knowledge and tools, naturally. 

The concept of helping people lose weight and helping their bodies to not absorb 
all the fat that is brought into the body is in theory a good idea. It also is helpful for those 
people who can not do it themselves; although I still have to say that using a pill to help 
me reach my goal weight is not going to give me the since of pride and satisfaction as it 
will by doing it all by my own willpower and struggles. 

During the Weight Watchers weekly meetings, we discuss our struggles through 
out the week and explain what we did, if anything, to manage those trials, and to also 
celebrate each others weight loss. Because this is a group of people working together 


towards the same goal, it helps others see that they are not the only ones going through 
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this. It is also helpful to see what works on others and what might help me get through 
my next disastrous day. 

Alli does not help in the same way that Weight Watchers does. There is no 
getting together with others for ideas, there is no accountability for your actions, there 
truly is no one teaching you what to do and how to do it correctly. Alli recommends 
being active however it does not stress the benefits of living an active lifestyle. The 
benefits of exercise are far greater then just losing weight, and nowhere is that explained 
within the Alli website. 

Alli cost roughly $20 more per month then Weight Watchers, and it appears to 
be a life time expense. I would say that anyone looking for a quick fix to a weight loss 
need would benefit from this drug; however for life long weight lose I would look 
elsewhere for proper tools and knowledge. All in all weight lose is something that is 
necessary for the over weight and obese society that we now live in. It is never a bad idea 
to lose those extra 10 pounds or to live a healthy life style, but at what expense are you 


willing to go to be healthy? 


The final draft, I do believe I wrote a very good essay. I did need to look over this essay numerous times before I 


was able to get just what I wanted to say on paper. I found writing can be very nerve racking and difficult at times, 


however the end result is well worth it. 


Brainstorm—Outside of the Envelope Research topics 
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1. These days people have a lot of strange food preferences, and do creative things with old foods. 
Who is behind this “next-new-thing” movement in food? How do they operate? Where do they 
work? Is there any money in noveau food? 

2. Maybe you are some kind of artist: a painter, a musician, a dancer, a writer, and on and on. It’s 
all very nice to take some classes for “enrichment” and fun, but some people are so devoted to 
their art they insist on it as a way to make a living. Pick no more than three arts and interview 
the people who practice them. Is there a reality to the cliché of the “starving artist?” Can you 
devote your life to art and make a living? 

3. Imagine you are an anthropologist from another planet visiting earth. What would you find 
strange and inexplicable about modern American culture? What weird and irrational things do 
we do without thinking about it because that’s what we were raised to think was normal. What 
would alien anthropologists find strange about us? 

4. Pick someone whose career and life you admire. Was it difficult for them to get where they 
are? Could you think of something daring you would really like to do with life? How might you 
pull it off? Is it remotely possible? 

5. There are people who believe that humanity is evolving into a better and wiser sort of being. 
And there is the Holocaust, and other human episodes like it. Is the arc of human history 
ultimately turned toward justice, mercy, and love? Or are we the same mix of good and evil as 
our ancestors, just with different props and sets. Research and argue for your position. 

6. Every decade has the fashion trends that define it. It is easy to tell if a photo was taken in the 
1950’s or the 1980’s based on the clothes that people are wearing in the picture. Which looks do 
you think will define the fashion of this decade? Which current fashion trends are timeless and 
which ones will we someday find embarrassing in photos of ourselves from this time? This can 


also include hair and make-up trends. 
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7. In our rapidly changing world, much of the old wisdom about which careers are the best to 
pursue has gone out the window. As automation replaces more and more American jobs, young 
people are going to have to get creative when choosing a career path. Research three possible 
career paths you are interested in and consider whether they will continue to be viable careers in 
the future. Perhaps they will become more in demand, or perhaps they will disappear altogether. 
Finally discuss how this information affects your personal career goals. 

8. In the last few years, people have begun to develop a greater awareness of issues surrounding 
race and ethnic identity in the U.S. Part of this conversation has been the issue of “cultural 
appropriation.” For this paper, explain the concept of cultural appropriation to audiences who 
may not be familiar with it. What are some misunderstandings that people may have about this 
concept? What is the difference between cultural appropriation and cultural appreciation? Are 
there any situations where it is acceptable to borrow an aspect of someone else’s culture? Why 
or why not? You may need to do some research to fully develop your ideas on this topic. 

9. Using a globe or google maps, pick a random place in the world that you've never visited, and 
then do some research on this location. Is it urban or rural? What is the climate like there? What 
is the history of the place? What kind of people live there, and what are their lives like? Is it a 
place you would like to visit? Why or why not? 

10. Regardless of the culture you come from, everyone has valued holiday traditions that they 
celebrate with their families. Choose a holiday that you celebrate, and explain it to someone who 
is not from your culture. What is the history of the holiday? What cultures celebrate it? How is 


this holiday traditionally celebrated, and does your family have any special holiday traditions? 
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I think by now you get the idea. Look for real questions about life and what it means. Look for 
things you really wish you had the time to think about and find out about. Now is the time. And 
a measure of success will be if when your prof reads it, they are astonished. That’s right, as our 


British cousins say, “Leave ‘em gob-smacked.” 
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Part Two: The Stylebook—The Writer’s Palate 


The Issue is Voice 

On the strange planet of Freshman Comp there are two continents, two approaches that 
writing will necessarily fall into. They are: narrative and expository writing. More simply put, 
either you are telling a story (a narrative), or you are explaining and arguing (expository). And 
explaining and arguing often come to the same thing. This book is about expanding your palette 
of options as an artist and a writer, which also come to the same thing. Writing is art. You 
know: “liberal arts”, “humanities”. It is not science. So that will mean, first, that not everything 
you produce is going to be great and that’s all right, and second, your work will grow and 
change as you do, and third, there will be a lot of room for you to personalize your work. I can’t 
say it enough; this is art, not science. Writing can be dull, or writing can come alive and breathe. 
But before we can fly, we have to walk. Structure before inspiration. 

But the real issue is voice, and the problem is dull, monotonous expository writing that 
not only gets students graded down, it bores profs. One excellent teacher I know of confessed to 
looking for distractions on a day she’d set aside to grade papers—including cleaning toilets. She 
was desperate not to read student work. Iam convinced that most undergraduate writing 
students believe in the existence of a mythical sort of “neutral writing voice”, and that somehow 
they are expected to assume it. Perhaps they believe this because once upon a time they 
ventured to have fun with their voice on paper and got their hand slapped with gallons of red 
ink. That was probably because they assumed a smart-alecky adolescent voice that irritated 
their teacher and he or she pounced on the student. But that would not have been a failure of 


voice—rather a failure to choose the right voice for the right audience. Middle school and high 
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school teachers generally get enough smart-alecky adolescent behavior as part of their working 
day. To create a voice like that in an assignment is just begging for a negative reaction. 

The other part of the issue is that students, and some instructors, believe that it’s alright 
for narrative and descriptive writing to have voice and be interesting. But they believe that 
expository writing can’t because it has to at least appear to be objective. At the risk of 
provoking a lot of backlash, I have to say this is plain wrong. There is no such thing as purely 
objective writing, especially in the academic world, unless it’s observation notes for some 
experiment. To write an expository argument, as so much of academic writing is, is to take a 
stand and that is to be to a large degree subjective. Granted, in expository essay we avoid the 
first person (the “I” voice) and we don’t use anecdotal evidence (“This reminds me of the time... 
“). Those do belong to reflective and not expository writing. But expository writing, even at its 
most objective sounding, is a subjective argument backed by a lot of inductive evidence. And 
even the most straight-faced scientific writing is riddled with metaphor. As Owen Barfield 
convincingly argued in Poetic Diction, all language is essentially old metaphors. For a freshman 
composition class, the student must find an intensity and a passion that makes the prof want to 
keep reading. If 1, your prof, would rather clean a toilet than read your paper, just what sort of 
grade do you think you're going to get? The solution is simple: you must develop a voice. 

Some years back Walker Gibson wrote a little book called Tough, Sweet and Stuffy, that I 
found very useful in the learning of style back in my undergraduate days. One must give credit 
where credit is due, and Gibson shaped my understanding of style. One of Gibson’s first 
principles I still teach and I always find that students at first refuse to believe me. It is simply 
this: whenever you write, you assume a voice. You assume a personality on the page and to a large 


degree, the writing succeeds or fails with the reader, depending on whether or not the reader 
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likes that person on the page. I know this sounds ridiculous, but getting this idea across I feel is 
the most important bridge to cross in learning style. 

This is a large part of the reason that student writing fails. Students are frightened of 
putting real thought or anything out of themselves into a piece of writing for fear of getting 
slapped down. Consequently, they write in clipped, detached sentences that absolutely drip 
with boredom and disaffection. No wonder profs dread having to read a stack of papers. 
Students assume that “neutral writing voice”, which in fact isn’t neutral at all. It cries out, “’m 
bored and boring, knowing little or nothing. I didn’t really embrace the assignment. Grade me 
down!” Not exactly what the student had in mind, but that’s how it comes across. Walker 
Gibson suggests a better way. 

Gibson divides the types of possible voices into three main types: “tough”, “sweet”, and 
“stuffy”. And though I revere Gibson and his insight, I think there are many more types and sub- 
types than just these three. However, these three are so prevalent that they are well worth 
understanding. Each voice is accomplished by a certain use of grammar and sentence 
construction, which Gibson charts in far more detail than is appropriate for a freshman 
composition class, so I won't go into it here. Gibson’s book allows you to chart passages of 
prose to find out just how tough, sweet or stuffy your prose or some other writer’s may be. For 
our purposes, just to be aware of the distinctions will be enough. 

The “tough” voice is the voice of writers like Hemingway. It is short and clipped, terse 
and no-nonsense. It is made by using short clipped words and short clipped sentences. 
Adjectives are few and concrete. It is often in the first person, or vaguely third person. We learn 
this voice when we are kids and our parents yell at us. In literature or film it’s the voice we 


associate with Humphrey Bogart and hard-bitten urban detectives. 


Freshman Writer as Artist James Prothero 131 


I walked down the road. She was gone. Nothing for it. Turn away. The trees 
shook in the wind, cold hard drops falling on my face. Their green leaves were 
gray, dull and dirty grey like an asphalt highway. Every growing thing was metal. 
My heart was metal. Hell with it. Forget her. 
The effect of the clipped tough voice slaps the reader awake and demands attention with no 
nonsense. It can be faintly if not overtly hostile. It grabs the reader by the collar and shakes 
them. 

The “sweet” voice is the voice we associate with advertising. It is the gentle and friendly 
voice of persuasion. It is marked by the more frequent use of sometimes multi-syllabic and 
always vague adjectives and the constant use of the second person ‘you’. 

Walking on the beach on the French Riviera; dancing in silk dress and tux at the 
Ritz. That’s the life for you. No compromises on the beautiful life. It’s all 
beautiful for you. And that’s why you really want to own an incredible Spexus 
sedan. Luxury and class—your style. Let others stand and watch. Go see your 
Spexus dealer today. 

This kind of prose crawls up in our lap and tries to seduce us. And it can also be political. 
John Candidate is the man you want in Washington now. When difficult 
decisions have to be made, you can count on John Candidate to make the right 
decisions in the right time, not to cave in to the voice of extremism and to stand 
up for unpopular causes that he knows are right. Vote for John Candidate! 

The “sweet” voice is there to sell us, even if what it sells us are contradictions. 

The “stuffy” voice is the voice of much of the academic or business prose that we find so 
hard to read. It is marked by the passive voice, long multi-syllabic words and the use of 


impersonal subjects for sentences. The passive voice is a strange thing we do in English where 
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we eliminate the subject and add distance. You simply put the verb behind a ‘to be’ verb and use 
the object like a subject. Instead of saying “John hit the ball”, we say “The ball was hit.” We 
could add “by John”, but the perverse beauty of the passive voice is that you don’t have to. This 
feature alone makes it popular with politicians. Instead of saying “I voted for the tax raise” a 
politician can say “The tax hike was voted for”. Pretty slick—responsibility goes right out the 
window. You are sure to recognize the stuffy voice. It goes something like this: 
The decentralization of educational institutions in reference to class-size 
reductions is a primary goal of the Better Schools Initiative. Return to 
significantly graduated scores has been cited as another primary objective, along 
with improvement in management objective strategies. It is hoped that 
improvement will be seen in the foreseeable future. 
That’s gobbledy-gook. For the record, it says that schools are trying to improve. Anyone who 
has been in the worlds of law, medicine, education or business will recognize this sort of obtuse 
prose. It should be a misdemeanor to write it, if not an outright felony. But it comes out in 
government and corporate reports and in specialized textbooks students are forced to buy. 
Why would anyone choose to write like this? It’s a really good question, but the answer, once 
again, lies in the voice. The voice here is defensive. It is out to depersonalize itself and bury the 
reader in detail and vocabulary so that the writer is not vulnerable. This may be because the 
writer is a corporate drone in fear of losing their job or an academic trying to sound 
knowledgeable to get tenure. Both writers use unnecessarily large words and abstract subjects 
to sound impressive, to sound ‘smart.’ I will bring all this up in detail in a later section of this 
book, because you do NOT want to fall in the trap of writing this garbage in your own career 


and inflicting it on anybody else. 
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Sadly, if this is academic prose, they write not for the poor students who have to buy 
their textbooks, but to impress their colleagues that sit on tenure committees and decide if the 
writer is going to keep their job and/or get a raise. “Stuffy” writing is a way of walling up against 
the reader and putting on a disguise of high-vocabulary knowledge in order to defend yourself 
against repercussions. It is a futile attempt to avoid having a voice in writing at all, to wear a 
mask of super-intelligent invulnerability. Unfortunately, it does not have that effect on the 
reader. It is just muddy. 

As I said, these are three familiar voices in the world of spoken and written language. 
There are infinitely more. One that will be immediately recognizable to students, especially my 
California students, is the “Dude” voice, which uses frequent interjections of the word “Dude” as 
a pronoun for the person spoken to, a pure interjection of surprise and sometimes a simple 
release of breath after a long sentence. This voice also includes the throwing in of the word 
“like”, both to actually indicate that an illustration or metaphor has simile qualities, but more 
often as just a marker when you don’t know what to say for a few beats. Such a voice 
immediately identifies you as young and trendy and just a bit cynical. 

More to the point, anyone that knows you and has heard you speak long enough or read 
your writing will recognize your voice in the word and phrase choices you characteristically 
make. This is to a large degree what is meant by your style. Voice is also created by tone and 
diction, that is, word choices. But it’s also created by technique and that’s what part one of this 


book is about 


Tone 


Tone is simply the emotional feel of a piece of writing. And it is a tool. And tools can be 


appropriate in one place and not in another. Here again, in academic writing the fashion is to fall 
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back on large, vaguely defined words that cover a lot of territory. In terms of tone, this is bad 
writing, for it disconnects the reader from the writer, and unless the reader is already on the 
inner circle that is familiar with lots of long words that end in -ist and -ism and -al, it loses the 
reader. Or should I say it is elitist and confusional. It is a bit like the writer has shoved the reader 
in the face with a snotty “get away from me, you ignorant peon.” 

Try to avoid this. One of my favorite writers, though he was a full Cambridge professor, 
used to read everything he wrote to the marginally-educated driver that took him to work every 
week. If Cliff the driver could not make sense of it, the professor re-wrote it. Academia has 
sinned grievously in this area. Remember, above all else, your ultimate goal is to make your 
writing like a sheet of glass; it’s there, but it’s so clear that people don’t see the smudges on it or 
that is clouds over, but rather that it is clear and people see through it to your ideas. 


You don’t need to write like an unfeeling genius to write serious expository prose. 


Diction 

Diction simply means the choice of words. As I will talk about in the chapter on 
connotations, English is a strange language that was put together with bubble gum and duct 
tape from the Dark Ages through the Renaissance and is not only chaotic, but has a vast 
vocabulary that allows you to say almost anything five different ways. I tell my students I can 
say in Latin-borrowed English, “I resume my journey to my domicile” or I can say in Saxon- 
borrowed English, “I go home.” The fact is, unless you have a real good reason for using a Latin- 
borrowed English word, stick with the Saxon. All the big, long, multi-syllabic words are 
ultimately from the Latin, either directly, or via the Norman French. And sometimes a big word 
covers a whole concept that would take you a paragraph to explain. In that case the big word is 


a shortcut. [f not a situation like that. Go with the shorter, Saxon-borrowed words. Your reader 
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with thank you. Often on their papers my students will find I’ve written “Stick to the Saxon 


vocabulary.” This is why. 


Exploring Strange New Worlds in Freshman Comp Class 

Back in the late Cretaceous Era, when I was an undergraduate English major, I had some 
very good and well-meaning English professors who were very clear about what they wished me 
to produce for them in writing. They showed me models—great papers by professional writers. | 
read the models, sat down to my typewriter (this is B.C.—Before Computers) and tried it. 
Eventually, I got it. It took a very long time doing it that way and a lot of failures. Don’t mistake 
me—lI do not blame my instructors for teaching in this way. In the late 1970s no one seemed to 
know precisely how to articulate what it was that instructors wanted from student writing. At 
its best, it was well meant. I suspect mostly what instructors were counting on was some sort of 
process of osmosis; if students just saw enough models of good writing, maybe it would 
somehow leak into their brains and stay there. Perhaps if we taped their essay books to their 
heads at night some sort of exchange might take place through the skull. Yeah, I’m exaggerating, 
but osmosis was really what they were hoping for. 

The process eventually worked (faster for some than others) but then so does 
transporting bricks from Los Angeles to New York--one brick at a time. There has got to be a 
better way. Writing instruction has grown and refined greatly since the 1970s, fortunately. 
After searching to come up with a better way, I came to the conclusion some years back that the 
solution had to have something to do with a) simply telling students about technique, and b) 
somehow making that technique visible in ways that went beyond merely looking a good 
writing. Insight is original, but writing technique is ultimately mechanical, just as the effective 


way to render a tree in a landscape is a skill and can be taught by a master painter to an 
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apprentice. There are ways that work and ways that don’t. The world knows them as 
“rhetorical devices”. In this book I’m going to call these Advanced Writing Techniques (AWTs 
for short). I didn’t invent them. Lots of other people know about them, but students often don’t 
have access to them unless they take advanced composition classes. They see them in the 
exemplary essays in their readers, but instructors rarely take the time to highlight them. 

And just what will all these AWTs get you? You ask, cunning and shrewd student that 
you are. Well, you will acquire style. Some of style is insight, the wisdom that comes of 
experience, and no class can teach that to you. Only time and hard knocks. But a large part of 
style is these techniques that you, that’s right, yes, you can master. You will cross a great frontier. 
What frontier you say? You will cross the frontier of going beyond just slapping cold and 
clammy but correct sentences one on top of the other like a cold-cut sandwich, slogging 
painfully to the blessed end of the paper, cursing minimum page requirements and turning out 
prose so dull that even you don’t wish to ever see it again except for the grade. Well, if you 
acquire some style, you can leave that all behind once and for all. Have a little fun writing. 
Develop a flair. Raise an instructor’s eyebrow or two. Startle a laugh out of your prof. Drag a sigh 
out of them and wring a tear from his or her eye. In fact, you may actually come to like what you 
write, keep it, show it to your mother, put it on the refrigerator and indeed be proud of your 
brainchild. Practicing with these techniques can get you there. This book can’t do much for 
putting you through the school of hard knocks so that you can gain insight into the experience 
of being human. You will have to do that part on your own. Nevertheless, these AWTs are the 


colors on your palette. I’m going to start with some of the basic and more obvious ones. 
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Warm Colors: Technique for Reflective Writing 


Alizarin Crimson: 
Threads: The Thesis in Reflective Writing 

I know I am committing English teacher heresy in the eyes of some when I say this, but 
narrative writing does NOT require a thesis paragraph. Yet from long experience with creative 
writing and the various uses of the narrative form, I can categorically state that trying to force a 
thesis paragraph into a narrative is always a laughable disaster. I have never seen anyone make it 
work. This is not to say that a narrative can’t have a central idea. In fact it ought to. But that 
central idea is going to be worked in subtly, and may crop up in various ways across the 
narrative. Trying to glue a thesis paragraph onto the beginning of a narrative is crude and non- 
functional. Don’t try it at home, or anywhere else for that matter. 

There are some English profs who believe everything has a thesis. If by that they mean 
that every good piece of writing has a main idea, | fully agree. But in narrative writing that is 
going to unfold slowly and not be pasted up front as in an expository essay. Instead, you’re going 
to have to weave a main idea in as the narrative unfolds, and this is called ‘threading’. The most 
classic example I can think of is EB White’s essay “Once More to the Lake”. In it, the narrator is 
older man taking his son back to the lake where he was taken by his father as a boy. Repeatedly 
he observes that he feels like he is his father and his son is him. Finally, in the end, as he watches 
his son go swimming in the lake in the rain, he feels his mortality. This is his theme, his main 
idea. It is threaded throughout the narrative, popping up here and there until it commands the 


final sentence. That is the proper way to do the thesis in narrative writing. 
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AWT # 1: Threading a repeated theme throughout a narrative work is the most effective way to have a ‘thesis’ in 
this non-expository type of writing. 

How Dol Practice?: Narrate an event from you life that was significant to you to the length of 
at least two pages. Why was it so very significant? Once you have answered that question, 
thread a sentence or image and its repetition several times across several paragraphs. 

Essay Starters: Choose any one of the starting paragraphs below and take off with it. Feel free 
to change names, places, colors or whatever you wish. Remember to repeat you main idea and 
thus create a “thread.” 

a) As I drove through the blazing afternoon light on the Painted Desert, I became almost 
hypnotized by the drone of the engine. Rust red mesas groped up toward the blazing sun like 
the hands of buried giants. The grainy, gray asphalt rolled under the front of my truck raced 
toward me and the broken white line blinked off and on, going by under my driver's side 
window. | look at the reflected light on the inside of the windshield and I see her face, her face 
as she said the last words to me that ’ll ever hear her say, “ 

b) I thought I was ready for left-hand drive when I exited Gatwick Airport in my hired 
hatchback, but I had made the mistake of getting a stick-shift, like I had a home. The clutch, 
brake, and gas where in the same place under my feet, but the stick was under my left hand. I 
kept first bashing my right hand into the door on my right side and then switching to the left 
before I got out of a series of roundabouts and onto the motorway making for the west country 
and Wales. 

c) At 5:45 in the morning my bed began to shake violently. Books plunged out of the shelf 
across the room as if they’d been frightened. I could feel a violent wrenching, like the whole 
building was jumping its foundations. Funny, the only thought that came to my mind was ‘the 


best part of life is the intense moments; it doesn’t get much more intense than this!” 


Freshman Writer as Artist James Prothero 139 


Cadmium Yellow: 
And Just What Do You Mean by That? Connotations and Reading Between the Lines 

In that first lesson where | absolve students of feeling guilty that English is a strange 
language, I tell them how it got so screwed up. It helps them to stop feeling so guilty that they 
can’t figure out English with ease. A good linguistic history is the place to study this, but not 
having that kind of space, I will simply point out that English is the product of a series of violent 
invasions, Saxons chasing out the Welsh, Danish ripping into their Saxon cousins, and finally 
French-speaking Normans performing a hostile takeover, so that by the time we hit the late 
Middle Ages, English is a soup of at least three languages, but mainly French and Saxon. When 
this happens on the American-Mexican border we call in “Spanglish” or “Tex-Mex.” “Ya me voy al 
store”. “My car estdroto”. In Britain it became Middle English, a funny sounding mish-mash of 
German and French sounding words, (though I like to think of it as “Fraxon”). If you’ve ever 
read any Chaucer in the original, this is the language you will have heard. 

Then the last two peaceful language invasions were brought on by popular writers and 
men of science, who generally only commit acts of violence in committee meetings. These two 
languages were Latin and Greek. As English catapulted into the Renaissance, new words were 
needed as new knowledge was expanding. Writers and scientists adapted words freely from the 
Latin and Greek. Shakespeare is thought to have invented some 3,000 plus words in English 


pulling from Latin and Greek, mainly because no English teacher told him he couldn't do it. 
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Thus, English is not really one language, but five languages crammed together, a veritable 
leftover soup of language. And on top of that, it tends to absorb words freely from other 
language and its own slang. French and Spanish have academies to govern the wholesale 
turnover of words and meanings, but English has never had an academy and has welcomed new 
words with shameless and reckless abandon. Its present status as the world language has only 
accelerated this fact. And then there’s the problem of spelling. 

Up until somewhere in the 1700s, spelling was a matter of taste. But probably the man 
most guilty of tormenting modern students was the printer, William Caxton. Caxton, who 
brought the first printing press to London, had an odd taste for archaic Saxon spellings that had 
little to do with how words were actually being pronounced. He sort of collected vintage 
spellings the way some people today collect 57 Thunderbirds and vintage electric guitars. That 
was alright for him, but it started a trend of using these out-of date spellings that persists today. 
It set into motion an avalanche of spelling chaos that still buries students of the language. I’ve 
always thought if Caxton were not already safely dead, my students would love to murder him. 

So many of my students are coming from a Spanish language background. Spanish is a 
supremely logical language, clean and muscular, delivering its meaning like a hot knife through 
butter. From that they go into English, a pigsty of a language that hasn’t really any rules in the 
strict sense of the word, if you define a rule as something that’s always true. English grammar, 
strictly speaking, is a set of principles that are often true, since as my grammar professor in 
graduate school demonstrated, there isn’t any rule in English that doesn’t have a common 
everyday exception. I always feel extremely sorry for my poor students. But out of the mire of 
this language comes a myriad of artistic possibilities. 

More than any other European language, English, being five languages, is just crammed 


with synonyms. One of the side effects of having so many synonyms for a single concept in 
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English is that these words over time take on different colors of meaning, so that while saying 
technically amounts to the same thing, I can make my statement vary anywhere from antiseptic 
and scientific to insulting to obscene. This is called (don’t you just know we English profs have 
a technical name for just about everything) connotation. Denotation means the precise 
dictionary definition of a word. Connotation is the opposite; it is all the images and associations 
that come to most people’s heads when they hear that word. Nouns are especially susceptible to 
this sort of treatment. Just think of all the words in English that convey the place where you 
live: 

house 

home 

abode 

crib 

pad 

digs 

flat 

domicile 

residence 
And I’m only warming up. A trip to a thorough thesaurus will turn up more than this small list. 
American English by far, with its wealth of synonyms and metaphors, (more on those later) is 
prone to all colors and shades of implied meaning. And someone who might consider an 
invitation to my residence might think twice if I invited them to my crib. Or consider the 
following sentence: 


[hate you. 
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We might really hate someone if we say those words. And then again we might not. We might 
be slightly jealous. We might even be speaking facetiously because we want to congratulate a 
friend on a success or acquisition in a backwards way, being afraid of directly expressing an 
emotion. But let’s ratchet it up a notch with: 

I despise you. 
This is unmistakably hostile. There’s no kidding here. There is a certain intensity. We're being 
given the option to fight or flee. But with versatile English, | can notch it up once more: 

[loathe you. 
At this point we are ducking and watching our back. The person who says this to us wants us 
dead, and no mistake. And yet our friendly neighborhood dictionary blithely tells us the three 
words mean the same thing. No! They most assuredly do not! Unfortunately for people coming 
to this country and having to learn English, there really is no book of connotations. They are 
forced to learn it the hard way, by doing it wrong and getting laughed at until they figure it out. 
It’s a wonder, that being the case, anyone wants to immigrate to this country at all with the 
linguistic torture we subject newcomers to. Nevertheless, connotation is the second color on 


your palette. 


AWT #2 

CONNOTATION—words have colors and shades of meaning. Be very aware of this and choose your colors 
carefully and craftily. 

How Do I Practice?: Take the following statements and try rewording them is such a way as 
they imply something more than the simple surface meaning apparent here. On several there is 


an opposite possibility in parentheses. Use whichever color you prefer: 
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1. Go home. 7. That is an interesting (boring) book 
2. You are in interesting person (or not . . ) (movie). 

3. That business runs well (or badly). 8. You are wonderful (disgusting). 

4. She drives well. 9. The train ran on time today from 

5. I don’t like you. Baltimore (LA) to New York (San Diego). 
6. She went shopping at Neiman-Marcus 10. That is great (awful) music. 

(Sears). 


Essay Starters: Choose any one of the starting paragraphs below and take off with it. Feel free 
to change names, places, colors or whatever you wish. 

a) Why would you say that? They’re just a bunch of New York, anal-retentive types, y know 
that shout at you like you're a taxi half a block away. Anyway, they were boring down on me to 
buy this place. I mean it was a wreck, a disaster, a piece of garbage with paint and broken 
furniture. My sister’s husband's prison cell at Riker’s was better looking. Sheesh! 

b) You expect the best from everything. And your motorcar is no exception. That’s why you 
only drive a Blursades, the finest motorcar on the road today. Handcrafted with German 
engineering skill, your Blursades is a work of fine art, a painting, a sculptor. Visit your Blursades 
dealer today and examine his line of fine new and previously owned motorcarts. 

c) How can you vote for the Dempublicans? If you consider their disastrous environmental 
policies, their fiasco of an immigration policy, or their disgrace of a defense budget, how can you 


call your self a red-blooded American if you vote for them? 
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Bright Red: 
Don’t Shine Me On, Dude! Metaphors, Personification and Similes, the Ultimate Word Pictures 

A quick search of the internet will pull up a bevy of dictionaries of idioms, and 
specifically American idioms. They make a fascinating and amusing exploration. American 
English especially, is riddled with metaphors, similes, and personification, collectively known 
as “figures of speech”. This fact alone makes learning American English a misery for people 
coming in from other languages. One student wrote that she had prepared for emigrating from 
Vietnam to America over a period of several years. She took every English class in sight and 
became qualified to teach it. She was bound and determined that when she stepped off the 
plane and set foot in the US of A, she was not going to be at any language disadvantage. But she 
never even set foot in the airport before American English had her stumped. She was walking 
through the tunnel the airlines provide for passengers to walk directly from the plane, level to 
the terminal when she saw the sign above her head and was flummoxed. The sign read “Watch 
your head”. How was she supposed to watch her head? Were mirrors provided? She was 
unable to turn around fast enough even to get a glimpse. Later, she came to laugh about it, but 
at the time she was quite confused and felt betrayed. She had studied English with precision 
only to find that American speakers of English value color and metaphor over precision in day to 
day English use. (Not that the British would have done much better; their sign would have read, 
“Mind your head”, which is even more confusing). 

American English has a rich store of metaphors and it is nearly impossible for a native 
speaker to go five minutes without using several. The Baby Boomer generation developed a 
whole series of them: shine me on, far-out, right-on, what’s your bag? (your interest), I’m out of 
bread (money), hip, cool (these last two borrowed from Black Jazz musicians), strung out, high, 


and the list goes on. However, we use the same metaphors, similes and personifications so 
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much, they become invisible to us. When we use the same figurative terms over and over, they 
become clichés, worn-out metaphors. As a student writer, you have probably been warned to 
steer clear of clichés simply because your instructor wants you to mine the richness of the 
English language and come up with your own original material. Thus it’s not a good idea to 
write that “my heart was broken”. Say that your heart shattered like a windshield in a head-on 
collision, or that your heart went into the Cuisinart and your ex-significant-other pushed the 
button. Be creative. Have a little fun. Stir the colors up and try something fresh. Your reader 
will thank you. 

Most American metaphors (and similes, which are like metaphors except that they use 
“like” and “as” to build the comparison less directly) come from our cultural heritage. Three 
prime sources are railroads, poker and baseball. How American can you get? “I’ve been side- 
tracked”, “we got off track”, “this place is just a whistle stop”. Or maybe “my business folded”, 
“he’s got an ace up his sleeve”, or “pass the buck” (the buck knife went to the dealer with the 
deck in steamboat gambling, just to aide him in enforcing his will). We “strike out” or “balk” 
when we don’t succeed or freeze up. Or we talk about “getting to first base”. Computers and 
the business world have added a wealth of metaphors, and not all complimentary. In the 
business world, if someone is dense, it is said, “Don’t try to get an answer out of him. He’s 404”, 
referring to “error 404”, when a browser cannot find anything at an old website address. The 
implication is that the person’s mind is like a dead website: all error message and no content. 
We also love personification. Our cars “die” on us, though they were never alive, and our 
businesses “run” without legs. 

Yet with all this richness of language, students often go into safety mode (that’s a 


metaphor) when they write for their college composition classes, using plain and literal 
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language that has no fire (another metaphor) and doesn’t seize the imagination (another 
metaphor). Instead, students write passages like this: 

Yesterday I had a bad problem. My car broke down. It was bad. The engine just 

stopped. I was so unhappy and upset. My sister was mad. She cried and called 

my mom on the phone. My mom was mad too. 
No way, you say. No one writes like that in a freshman comp class. But they do. And it makes 
instructors gag or fall asleep. And to add to it, the student that writes this is probably a very 
witty speaker. But it never occurs to them to use the colorful language of their speech in their 
writing. They fear that monolith of English frowning down on them (that’s a personification) 
and that if they write something plain and simple and inoffensive, they're least likely to make 
mistakes and be smited for unrighteousness by the glowering gods of English (you knew that 
was a personification, didn’t you?). 

Take a walk on the wild side! (that’s a metaphor too) Live a little. Be brave! Write so 

that your work would interest you. If your paper doesn’t even interest you, what chance does it 


have to interest your instructor or anyone else for that matter? 


AWTs # 3, 4 and 5 

METAPHOR, SIMILE and PERSONIFICATION~-metaphors are comparisons of two unalike things. I always 
add, “to create a word picture”; similes are much the same only weaker, inserting “like”, “as”, “seems” or “feels” to 
dilute the effect. Personification is giving human or living qualities to something neither human nor alive. Sprinkle 


them through your work to make it come alive for the reader. Use metaphors and personifications that you’ve 


heard before or better yet, twist them in new directions. 
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How Do I Practice?: Using the list of clichés below, reconstitute each one so that it is fresh and 


original. 

1. quick as a whistle 7. that business deal just rolled over and 

2. that blew me away died 

3. got to first base with her (him) 8. you're such an airhead! 

4. my car died 9. he’s just a diamond in the rough 

5. I feel as light as a feather 10. let’s just steer clear of that whole topic. 


6. she’s my baby doll 


Essay Starters: Choose any one of the starting paragraphs below and take off with it. Feel free 
to change names, places, colors or whatever you wish. 

a) All of a sudden I realized my relationship with Carl was just a lie: I was the queen and he was 
Lancelot. He wanted me because I was untouchable—once I surrendered to his love, he’d drop 
me like a used napkin or the bone in a chicken drumstick. 

b) In the business world, their status in varied: they are both loved and hated. They are called 
“headhunters” because they're seen as out to capture bodies and souls. They are like Lucifer to 
Faustus, seducing the top-flight businessman with an offer to sell his eternal soul for earthly 
pleasures, for mammon. 

c) American funeral customs must be the most bizarre in the world. In Mexico coffins are sold 
on the corner like used cars and death is accompanied by a somber but happy wake. In America 
we hollow out the body, pump it full of chemicals and paint it up pretty in a way that would 
make the ancient Egyptians blush. We shrink-wrap death and package it with the 
overwhelming scent of flowers and hushed tones the way we package our goods and lay them in 


their gaudy glory on the shelves of our mall outlets. 
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Burnt Umber: 
Lights! Camera! Action! The Story’s In The Details 

One of the realities of writing in this new century is that for the last half or more of the 
previous century the dominant medium has been film. This has shaped the way we write. For 
one thing, readers are more impatient; they want to cut to the chase faster (and that’s a film 
metaphor). Secondly, readers require simultaneously more description to make things visual 
and yet at the same time, the wordiness that was so hip in the 1800s is out. Readers in this 
century want “clean prose”, that is a very few words doing a lot of work and make it easy to read. 
As we spend more time viewing and less time reading, our collective vocabulary does not 
increase, so simple and powerful diction is the order of the day. 

But perhaps the most subtle change is that we have learned to see through the lens of the 
camera and to think in those terms. Take for example the Pulitzer Prize winning novel, To Killa 
Mockingbird. Depending on which edition you may be reading, the first nine to eleven pages are a 
rambling apology for Jem’s broken arm and a summary of the Finch family history. In creative 
writing circles, this is known as “backstory”, and usually avoided altogether or put off until the 
point it is necessary to move the action forward. Having taught the book at the high school 


level, I have learned the today’s impatient video-age readers get lost in those first pages. They 
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don’t know who Jem or Scout is, and until they do, they couldn’t care less about his broken arm 
or his ancestors. The description of Depression-era Macomb is a little better, but oftentimes I 
tell students to skip right to the place where Dill pops out of the collard patch and says “Hey!” 
Until the camera pulls in tight on Dill, with his odd clothes and duck-fluff hair, contemporary 
readers don’t much care. 

And that’s just the point. My metaphor about cameras above was no accident. We are 
used to seeing long shots of say, the Tuscan countryside, followed by shots of a street in an 
Italian village that pan to a table where a teary woman knocks off a bottle of wine and wipes her 
eyes. And in that succession of three camera shots we are drawn into a story. Imagine if we had 
remained in the first shot of the Tuscan countryside. A narrator comes on voice-over, telling us, 
“People are born. People die. Some people are sad. Others are happy. Life goes on.” And let’s 
imagine that the shot remains, unchanging except for the sun angle until night overtakes it, all 
the while, the narrator still saying the same words. I very much doubt that any such film would 
win at the Sundance Festival. And why not? Because the broad view is no story at all. Until the 
camera draws in close to that sad woman dropping her tears into her wine at an outdoor table 
on the street, we have no story. We become interested as the camera draws in for the close-up. 
This is a basic fact of narrative psychology that every director well knows. And every viewer 
knows it as well. In my boring long shot described above, how many of us would have changed 
channels or walked out of the theater? All of us. We know. 

The mystery is, why we know this, but students do not transfer this knowledge to their 
writing. I cannot tell you how many papers I’ve read about having a baby or being in a car 
accident, where the whole event is related in far-away, general terms. The camera is pulled all 
the way out. And yet the student chose to write about the topic because it was a so profoundly 


moving experience for them. And yet they fail to communicate that. ’ll say it again: 
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We become interested as the camera draws in for the close-up. 

Compare two accounts of a birth. Here’s the first: 
I got up that morning and brushed my teeth and put my clothes on. My sister 
was really unhappy. She waited a few hours and then she told us we had to go to 
the hospital. When we got there she went in a room and stayed there for a few 
hours. She was hurting and making a lot of noise. Then the baby came out. She 
was real glad. Later, after we saw the baby, we went home. I got undressed and 
went to bed. 

Ok, you're thinking again. “Nobody writes like that. Nobody writes that badly.” Sorry, but if I 

had a dime for every paper I’ve read that pretty much reads like the above copy, I'd be long 

retired. Let’s look at this one: 
I was standing in the bathroom with my Peter Pan toothbrush in my hand when 
my water broke. Suddenly the floor was soaked, but I didn’t care. I threw Peter 
Pan in the sink and padded across the carpet to my bedroom where my husband 
lay asleep, tied up in the sheets. When I woke him, his eyes got big and he ran to 
get the pink bag stuffed with my things and pull the car out. While he was gone 
the first real contraction rolled over me. I thought someone was squeezing me 
like a sponge. I’m sure the neighbors heard my screaming.... When the doctor 
started telling me to push, all that metal room with all its beds and shiny, pointy 
instruments seemed red, or black or maybe I was just squeezing my eyes shut too 
hard. The doctor and nurses were huddled so close to me, I couldn’t get a breath. 
Jack kept telling me to breathe, though sometimes I could not hear his voice over 


the rush of blood in my ears. Something like an oversize bowling ball was being 
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dragged through the middle of me and tearing me apart. I kept pushing and 

suddenly the doctor told me I had a son. 
What’s different about this account? Well, first, it helps that the story teller is right in the 
action instead of a third party observer. That pulls the camera in tighter. Details like the Peter 
Pan toothbrush and the pink bag pull the camera in tighter. The use of metaphors and simile to 
describe her first contraction pull the camera in tighter. Also, the first writing suffered from 
trying to cover too much time. It’s hard to pull the camera in if you’re going to write about a day 
or other long period of time. Notice that in the second account, much of the intervening time 
was cut out. It really didn’t hurt the piece to lose it either. But most important, the use of 
sensory details pulls the camera way in close. If you the writer telling me what you're tasting, 
seeing, touching, smelling and hearing, the camera comes way in close and the reader's interest 
soars. When this is done well enough, and is vivid enough, the reader can actually feel the 
experience. That is successful writing. 

It really comes down to specifics: whether its description or any other kind of detail, 

specifics always empower a piece of writing and general statements always weaken it. Or, if it 


helps, think of it in terms of the camera. Camera in, way, way in, is good writing. 


AWT #6: Specifics, ie, having the ‘camera in close’ always adds power to writing. 


How Do I Practice?: Pick an intense memory in your life. Or if this doesn’t work for you, 
describe a ten minute segment of your day in the last week. In a paragraph, see how much detail 
you can pack in. Make sure to confine yourself to a short period of time, like ten minutes. 

Essay Starters: Choose any one of the starting paragraphs below and take off with it. Feel free 


to change names, places, genders, colors or whatever you wish. 
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a) | was about to turn right on red at the intersection when, taking my last glance to the left, I 
saw the truck, a tractor trailer with chipped yellow paint and one trailer, charge across the 
oncoming, through what for him was a red light and smash into a green PT Cruiser. They both 
kept moving, screeching and crunching and plotting a diagonal course across the intersection 
straight for me. I... 

b) I was nowhere you’d expect—not Hawaii or Jamaica, just walking across campus at the 
University of Arizona between classes, when I saw the most beautiful woman in the world. It 
was all I could do to not cry out and just stare haplessly. She was sort of dark blond, and her 
hair was done up in back. She wore a white peasant blouse and jeans. Well, ok, none of this is 
special, but... 

c) When the sun came up I allowed myself a peep out of my sleeping bag. My first thought had 
been how to get someone else to get up in the freezing temperatures and start the fire and make 
coffee. But when I saw that sun come up and the gold and purple ribbons appear in graceful 


silence across the sky, my soul cried out. Then the light changed and. . .. 
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Vermillion: 
Eavesdropping Works: Dialog To Pull in the Reader 
One other way to pull in the camera tight is dialog. All too often my students write 

essays that read like this: 

My brother said he was mad and he told Jose that he’d better watch out. Jose 

tried to hit him and yelled at him and then they argued about me being Jose’s 

girlfriend. My brother told me to break up with him and I told him no. Then he 

yelled at me.... 
Ok, we've got drama and conflict here, but the camera is way, way out. We read this and feel 
like we’re twenty miles away. Whether we care to admit it or not, we are all eavesdroppers. 
How many times have you been in public in a restaurant or some similar place and overheard a 
dramatic conversation at the next seat or table. Of course most people are too sophisticated to 
let on they’re listening. We tend to mind our own business, at least on the surface, and I take 
that to be a good thing. But you did listen, didn’t you? It was interesting, even if it wasn’t any of 
your business. I’m not pointing this out to guilt-trip anyone, but merely pointing out that we 
are all tremendously more interested in other human stories than we are of abstractions. We 
can’t help but listen. As a writer, you can take advantage of this human tendency. Let’s recast 
that scene above like this: 

“Get your freekin’ hands off Susy, Jose, or I'll kick your ass!” my brother 


screamed 
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My Jose cried, “You don’t tell me or her what to do! She’s a grown woman and 
we can make our own choices.” 
My brother got right up into Jose’s face and Jose swung. But my brother was 
too fast and danced back. His face was black with rage. 
“Susy, you drop this loser, now!” 
“No!” I yelled, “you can’t tell me what to do!” 
“You fool!” he cried, .... 
Here we are right in close and can hear human voices. We don’t need much description or a 
narrator telling us what to think about this. The words say it all. We feel like eyewitnesses. 
The camera is way in. 

I suspect a lot of students already know this but fear to use dialog in a narrative paper 
because they aren’t sure of the rules. It’s really fairly simple. Every time you have a new speaker, 
you start a new paragraph. For students struggling to make a minimum page count, this alone 
should be welcome news, because it eats up paper at an alarming rate. “Tags”, as I call them, the 
attached bits like “he said” or “she laughed”, are attached with commas inside the dialog, unless 


you use an exclamation point or question mark 


AWT#7: Dialog is a powerful way to pull the camera and the reader in closer with human interest. 

How Do I Practice?: Take the paragraph you wrote for the previous exercise and add dialog to 
give it sparkle. 

Essay Starters: Choose any one of the starting paragraphs below and take off with it. Feel free 


to change names, places, colors or whatever you wish. 
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a) We walk down the banks of the Seine, the reflection of Notre Dame breaking up under the 
railing in the shimmering water. The sun has gone down and the light is that ethereal, haunting 
light that one only gets in long summer twilights. 

“Catherine,” I say, hesitating, “There is something I must tell you.” 

“What?” she says, fear in her eyes. 
b) Air Yankee flight 703 leaned back into its descent into Gotham. 

“Down landing gear,” Captain Wilson ordered. 

First Officer Lars threw the lever, but concern crossed his brow when the green lights on 
the panel went red and blinking on the starboard wheels. “Mike, we have red light on number 3 
landing gear.” 

“Can you get a visual?” 
Lars leaned close to his window. “Aw man, it’s halfway down.” 

“Retract gear and retry. We're two miles out. We have no time for this!” 

“Won't retract. Number 3 gear is jammed.” 

“Let’s call it in. Gotham tower, this is Air Yankee 703. Our starboard gear is jammed. 
Requesting emergency landing procedures.” 
c) Randy was a card. He was also my skydiving instructor. Ok, I survived it, but it wasn’t 
pretty. He walked up to us first day, his blond hair spilling chaotically off his head and the wry 
smile framing laughing brown eyes. “So,” he said, in that loud ’m-in-charge voice, “Who wants 
to risk death today?” 

The lady next to me threw up. 

“Better to get it out now,” he laughed. 


I wondered if I could get my money back. 
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Cold Colors: Techniques for Expository Writing 


Ultramarine Blue 
Disney Guides: The Thesis in Expository Writing 

One of my first experiences as a writing teacher was with what was sometimes called 
“form writing”. Form writing was an attempt to define technique so narrowly that writing a 
composition was something like snapping together the correct sequence of Legos in order to 
make an airplane or a truck. The result was stilted, mechanical prose that failed on just about 
every count for lack of clarity, clumsiness of reading and sheer stultifying boredom. To my best 
knowledge, this sort of writing instruction has died a merciful death—but I could be wrong 
about that. However, | still ofttimes see the five-paragraph theme rear its ugly head now and 
then. For those who don’t know, the five-paragraph theme comes with: 

1) a thesis paragraph. Just one paragraph. No more, no less, stating in the most boring 
fashion possible the main idea to be proved. 

2) Three paragraphs of developed ideas. Three to a customer. Additional or less 
paragraphs are not to be contemplated, even if needed. Three and ONLY three. Plus, each 
paragraph will start with a numbered word, such as “First”, “Second” and “Third”. Any other 
paragraph beginning is punishable by 100 years in Purgatory. 

3) A conclusion, being the thesis paragraph restated in slightly different words, with 


maybe a righteous “And so you see .. .” thrown in to whip the reader into moral acquiescence. 
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Actually, the structure wasn’t too far wrong and as a baby step, for struggling writers, to 
grasp it was better than grasping nothing. The trouble is that it is so rigid that it doesn’t allow 
one to mold the writing to the topic. And it only works, if it works at all, on expository writing 
of the most clipped and colorless kind. When someone tried to impose the five-paragraph 
theme on narrative writing, the result was at best comic and at worst, disaster. 

This is a total lack of grasp of what a thesis is. I have come to believe that students think 
it is a special kind of writing that has to be inserted in the first paragraph BECAUSE THE 
ENGLISH TEACHER SAYS SO and for no other good reason. Students seem to believe it is an 
unreasonable whim that infects English teachers and one must put it in to humor their oddities. 
Well, Pll not argue about English teachers having odd quirks (it does seem sometimes to be a 
professional hazard), but that’s not why you have a thesis. 

explain it to my students like this: when I was a kid there were guides in Disneyland. 
Generally they were available on the half-hour through the entrance to the left of the mouse-face 
made of flowers. They were girls in English riding outfits and puffy white blouses with plaid 
vests. They carried little riding crops, and unless my memory is mistaken, there was often a 
swatch of day-glo tape at the end. They would come out on the half-hour and introduce 
themselves, welcoming their guests to the Magic Kingdom. After a short spiel, they'd stick their 
riding crop in the air and tell the crowd, “Follow me!” And somewhere between 30 and 50 
confused tourists would follow them about the park for the next two hours or so, dropping off 
or rejoining as they saw fit. I don’t know why Disneyland stopped offering the tours, but that’s 
not the point. The point is that the thesis operates something like those Disneyland tour guides. 
It sticks itself up in front of the reader and says, “Hey! This is where we're going! Follow me!” 

If there’s any absolute in writing, I believe it is clarity. Be nice to your reader. Tell them 


where you're about to take them, and then go there. Another image I use is of British shepherds. 
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When you drive through rural Britain, the narrow two lane roads wind between fields in much 
the same routes that they have since the Middle Ages. You have to drive carefully, because 
around any bend you may find a flock of sheep moving slowly along, taking up the whole road. 
When this happens, you have no other choice but to slam on your brakes and watch the sheep 
go by. The shepherd will always be at the front and the dog or dogs at the back. Part of what the 
shepherd does is to close off the gates that might be open along the way, except for the gate he 
wants the sheep to go into. Sheep are excessively stupid. The shepherd doesn’t expect much of 
them. Now, I’m not suggesting that your potential readers are as stupid as sheep, but still you 
must be as kind to them as a shepherd. Tell them where you are taking them. Take them there. 
Don’t let any side trips lead them off to the wrong pasture. Know where you're going and make 
sure they can follow you without straining. If you concentrate on doing this alone, your writing 
will improve immensely. 

In an expository piece this is done with the thesis up front. You are the guide and 
shepherd. In a narrative piece, the story unfolds gradually, which is why giving away the ending 
by having an expository-type thesis up front never works. And although much expository 
writing will use various amounts of narrative technique, understanding the difference between 
the two is vital to knowing the structure of what you're writing. 

One last thing. If you look at some skillful essays, you usually won’t find a crude sort of 
sentence at the beginning reading something like “In this essay I will prove that frogs are 
addicted to chocolate donuts.” If you’re in a writing situation where they give you two hours to 
write an essay, then yes, you might start with a rather bland and artless opening thesis 
statement like that. Usually, we start with what I call “work up,” that is, you explain to the 
reader enough basic information about why you chose to write about this topic and what it has 


to do with the wide matter of living. Usually for me, the work up runs a couple of short 
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paragraphs and then I tell the reader where I’m going. I like to think of it as giving them a road 
map to follow. Yes, that’s right: your thesis is your GPS for the reader. And that makes things 
clear. And though other traits are operative, good writing is always clear. Once again, be kind to 


your reader if you expect them to follow you. 


AWTi 8: THESIS—your thesis is your road map for the reader and for yourself as well. 
How Do I Practice?: 
Make a list of ten things that you could explain that most people don’t understand. Write a 


thesis paragraph for each one. 


Essay Starters: Choose any one of the starting paragraphs below and take off with it. Feel free 
to change names, places, colors or whatever you wish. 

a) There are people in this world who are professional Disneylanders. Yes, professional. They 
not only approach a visit to Disneyland with planning sessions as detailed as the sessions that 
planned the Normandy landings in World War Two; they belong to a social club that meets at 
the park with their own dress, logos and gear. Some people think these professional 
Disneylanders are gangsters, but that’s not the case. They approach the park methodically, yet 
pushing the prams with their toddlers in front of them. They have grasped the world, and that 
world is the House of Mouse. 

b) Most Americans, when they think of the casualties of the World Trade Center attacks, think 
of the victims in the buildings and their families left behind. But are these the only victims of the 
attacks? Not really. The attacks impacted Americans financially, emotionally and in terms of 
new restrictions on long-held rights. In this paper I will be discussing each of these three 


impacts and their future implications. 
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c) Since the early part of the 21st century, people have increasingly turned to social media as a 
place to share photos and keep in touch with friends. While most people think of Facebook as 
the most popular social media site, young people seem to prefer other social media sites, such as 
Instagram, Snapchat, and Twitter. One of the most popular social media apps with young people 
is Tik Tok. However, many older people do not understand how Tik Tok works or why it is so 
popular. In this paper, I will discuss how Tik Tok works and how it is influencing youth culture 


today. 
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Cerulean Blue: 
Stop! In the Name of Love! Pausing for Effect and Paragraphing 

One of the faults that student writers commit most often that draws the dreaded red ink 
is that they have no sense of paragraphing. Students will write page after page non-stop 
without a break. I’m not sure if they just forget or if it is that they don’t know when to 
paragraph, so they don’t attempt to do it at all. That sounds funny, but I’ve encountered many 
students who don’t attempt what they should for the simple reason that they don’t want to take 
a chance of being wrong. I once had a student who refused to punctuate in a paper except for 
the period on the last sentence because that was the only one she could be sure of. Reading her 
work was an adventure is guessing where the sentences were, since she refused to bother. 
Something like this happens with paragraphs because students aren’t sure where to paragraph. 

Well, my advice is like the dentist’s when it comes to flossing: paragraph often. I would 
say if you don’t break for paragraphs at least twice a page, you are twisting our minds and that 
can be painful. “But why?” I hear you ask, “Isn’t it the same words on the page?” Well, yes, it is. 
Paragraphs are not strictly speaking a function of grammar; they are pure psychology. They are 
like coming up for breath—you just need to do it every little while to keep from turning blue. 
When the writer breaks for a paragraph, the reader perceives a sort of mental recess and 


catching a breath before going down again for another section of writing to challenge. The more 
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often you do it, the more interludes of mental refreshment the reader gets. But that’s only half of 
what they do. 

The other thing they do is act like brackets. They say, “This section of ideas or this piece 
of the story belongs tightly together.” They allow you to group the perception of you reader. 
And this can be and ought to be taken at times to extremes. A paragraph can be shrunken down 
to just a short sentence. When this happens, that lonely little one-sentence paragraph sitting all 
alone in the middle of a page can scream like a neon light. Look at the following long passage of 


prose, without any paragraphs: 


Where am I from? California? Well, yes, sort of. Arizona? Well, yes, I lived there 
five years. But none of those quite seemed to cover it. I’m from Aztlan. Now 
what I’m about to say is bound to make me unpopular. Aztlan, for anybody that 
doesn’t remember, or doesn’t want to remember, is the name of the mythical land 
the Aztecs originated from somewhere in the present day Southwest. Back in the 
60s the radical Chicano movement used it as the name of the parts of the US that 
were ripped from Mexico at the end of the Mexican War: California, Nevada, 
Arizona, New Mexico, Texas, Utah and Colorado. They had an ambition of 
taking it back. I don’t think they should have got so worked up about it, because 
I don’t think it ever left. It’s not really the US, but then it’s not really Mexico 
either. It’s Aztlan. It’s both. It’s neither. It’s Aztlan. Let me explain. Let me give 
an analogy by bringing up Switzerland. Switzerland sits nestled between France, 
Italy and Germany. They speak French, Italian and German, but they are Swiss. 
They are part of the three countries that surround them and yet they are a unique 


and original product of the mix of three cultures and languages. There is no such 
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thing as the Swiss language, and yet, they are distinct. I would argue that over the 
centuries after the westward movement of English speaking Americans and the 
northwestward movement of Spanish speaking Spaniards then Mexicans, this 
land of the collision of two cultures has, like Switzerland, become a unique blend 
of both and something beyond them. Throw into the mix the Indian cultures and 
their effect on the land and culture. Some people call it the Southwest, and that’s 
a fairly good name. But it implies that this country is strictly a part of the US. 
Politically, that is true, but culturally, it’s over simplistic. When you think of the 
word, ‘Southwest’, you think of all the things ’'m thinking of, but I think it goes 
farther. The border is such a political issue, but when people like the Minutemen 
stress about keeping Mexicans out, | really think they’re entirely missing the 
point. This land, this Aztlan, is already full of Mexicans. And white Americans 
and Native Americans. It has been for centuries and none of them are going away. 
It’s merely a question of the ratios at any given moment and that’s not really very 
important anyway. The Minutemen are concerned about keeping the Southwest 
part of Anglo-America. Well, it always will be. And it will always be Mexico. 
Just as it will always be Dinetah of the Navajo and the Rio Grande Valley of the 
Pueblo. It will always be all of the above and that mish-mash that cannot be 
undone, I call Aztlan. The Chicano activists of the 60s won before they set out to 
battle. The Minutemen are sitting at the barn door where the horses got out 
centuries ago. Go home, boys, get a beer out of the fridge and put your feet up. 


There is no border to watch. It’s all Aztlan. And I like it that way. 
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Ok, that’s a long bit of prose and it makes your eyes ache to read it. Let’s break it into 


paragraphs. 


Where am I from? California? Well, yes, sort of. Arizona? Well, yes, I lived there 
five years. But none of those quite seemed to cover it. I’m from Aztlan. Now 
what I’m about to say is bound to make me unpopular. Aztlan, for anybody that 
doesn’t remember, or doesn’t want to remember, is the name of the mythical land 
the Aztecs originated from somewhere in the present day Southwest. Back in the 
60s the radical Chicano movement used it as the name of the parts of the US that 
were ripped from Mexico at the end of the Mexican War: California, Nevada, 
Arizona, New Mexico, Texas, Utah and Colorado. They had an ambition of 
taking it back. I don’t think they should have got so worked up about it, because 
I don’t think it ever left. It’s not really the US, but then it’s not really Mexico 
either. It’s Aztlan. It’s both. It’s neither. It’s Aztlan. Let me explain. 

Let me give an analogy by bringing up Switzerland. Switzerland sits 
nestled between France, Italy and Germany. They speak French, Italian and 
German, but they are Swiss. They are part of the three countries that surround 
them and yet they are a unique and original product of the mix of three cultures 
and languages. There is no such thing as the Swiss language, and yet, they are 
distinct. I would argue that over the centuries after the westward movement of 
English speaking Americans and the northwestward movement of Spanish 
speaking Spaniards then Mexicans, this land of the collision of two cultures has, 
like Switzerland, become a unique blend of both and something beyond them. 


Throw into the mix the Indian cultures and their effect on the land and culture. 
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Some people call it the Southwest, and that’s a fairly good name. But it implies 
that this country is strictly a part of the US. Politically, that is true, but 
culturally, it’s over simplistic. When you think of the word, ‘Southwest’, you 
think of all the things I’m thinking of, but I think it goes farther. 

The border is such a political issue, but when people like the Minutemen 
stress about keeping Mexicans out, | really think they’re entirely missing the 
point. This land, this Aztlan, is already full of Mexicans. And white Americans 
and Native Americans. It has been for centuries and none of them are going away. 
It’s merely a question of the ratios at any given moment and that’s not really very 
important anyway. The Minutemen are concerned about keeping the Southwest 
part of Anglo-America. Well, it always will be. And it will always be Mexico. 
Just as it will always be Dinetah of the Navajo and the Rio Grande Valley of the 
Pueblo. It will always be all of the above and that mish-mash that cannot be 
undone, I call Aztlan. The Chicano activists of the 60s won before they set out to 
battle. The Minutemen are sitting at the barn door where the horses got out 
centuries ago. Go home, boys, get a beer out of the fridge and put your feet up. 


There is no border to watch. It’s all Aztlan. And I like it that way. 


Ok, that’s better, but there are still huge chunks that take a lot of brain-space. There is no law 
that says you need to have large paragraphs. If anything, it’s the other way around. By splitting 
up the text into small chunks, I’m refreshing the reader and I’m defining for them how I want 


them to see the sections of thought. Let’s split it up more: 
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Where am I from? California? Well, yes, sort of. Arizona? Well, yes, I lived there 
five years. But none of those quite seemed to cover it. I’m from Aztlan. Now 
what I’m about to say is bound to make me unpopular. Aztlan, for anybody that 
doesn’t remember, or doesn’t want to remember, is the name of the mythical land 
the Aztecs originated from somewhere in the present day Southwest. 

Back in the 60s the radical Chicano movement used it as the name of the 
parts of the US that were ripped from Mexico at the end of the Mexican War: 
California, Nevada, Arizona, New Mexico, Texas, Utah and Colorado. They had 
an ambition of taking it back. I don’t think they should have got so worked up 
about it, because I don’t think it ever left. It’s not really the US, but then it’s not 
really Mexico either. 

It’s Aztlan. It’s both. It’s neither. It’s Aztlan. Let me explain. Let me give 
an analogy by bringing up Switzerland. Switzerland sits nestled between France, 
Italy and Germany. They speak French, Italian and German, but they are Swiss. 
They are part of the three countries that surround them and yet they are a unique 
and original product of the mix of three cultures and languages. There is no such 
thing as the Swiss language, and yet, they are distinct. 

I would argue that over the centuries after the westward movement of 
English speaking Americans and the northwestward movement of Spanish 
speaking Spaniards then Mexicans, this land of the collision of two cultures has, 
like Switzerland, become a unique blend of both and something beyond them. 
Throw into the mix the Indian cultures and their effect on the land and culture. 
Some people call it the Southwest, and that’s a fairly good name. But it implies 


that this country is strictly a part of the US. Politically, that is true, but 
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culturally, it’s over simplistic. When you think of the word, ‘Southwest’, you 
think of all the things I’m thinking of, but I think it goes farther. The border is 
such a political issue, but when people like the Minutemen stress about keeping 
Mexicans out, | really think they’re entirely missing the point. 

This land, this Aztlan, is already full of Mexicans. And white Americans 
and Native Americans. It has been for centuries and none of them are going away. 
It’s merely a question of the ratios at any given moment and that’s not really very 
important anyway. The Minutemen are concerned about keeping the Southwest 
part of Anglo-America. Well, it always will be. And it will always be Mexico. 
Just as it will always be Dinetah of the Navajo and the Rio Grande Valley of the 
Pueblo. It will always be all of the above and that mish-mash that cannot be 
undone, I call Aztlan. The Chicano activists of the 60s won before they set out to 
battle. The Minutemen are sitting at the barn door where the horses got out 
centuries ago. Go home, boys, get a beer out of the fridge and put your feet up. 


There is no border to watch. It’s all Aztlan. And I like it that way. 


Now that’s a lot easier to read, but there’s one other thing I mentioned above that you can do 
with paragraphs. When you take a single sentence and set it out by itself as a paragraph, it leaps 
out at the reader. This is a marvelous technique for drawing the reader’s attention heavily toa 
point you want to make. Let’s take one more look at the model with some creative paragraphing 


involved: 


Where am I from? California? Well, yes, sort of. Arizona? Well, yes, I lived there 


five years. But none of those quite seemed to cover it. I’m from Aztlan. Now 
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what I’m about to say is bound to make me unpopular. Aztlan, for anybody that 
doesn’t remember, or doesn’t want to remember, is the name of the mythical land 
the Aztecs originated from somewhere in the present day Southwest. 

Back in the 60s the radical Chicano movement used it as the name of the 
parts of the US that were ripped from Mexico at the end of the Mexican War: 
California, Nevada, Arizona, New Mexico, Texas, Utah and Colorado. They had 
an ambition of taking it back. I don’t think they should have got so worked up 
about it, because I don’t think it ever left. It’s not really the US, but then it’s not 
really Mexico either. 

It’s Aztlan. It’s both. It’s neither. It’s Aztlan. 

Let me explain. Let me give an analogy by bringing up Switzerland. 
Switzerland sits nestled between France, Italy and Germany. They speak French, 
Italian and German, but they are Swiss. They are part of the three countries that 
surround them and yet they are a unique and original product of the mix of three 
cultures and languages. There is no such thing as the Swiss language, and yet, 
they are distinct. 

I would argue that over the centuries after the westward movement of 
English speaking Americans and the northwestward movement of Spanish 
speaking Spaniards then Mexicans, this land of the collision of two cultures has, 
like Switzerland, become a unique blend of both and something beyond them. 
Throw into the mix the Indian cultures and their effect on the land and culture. 
Some people call it the Southwest, and that’s a fairly good name. But it implies 
that this country is strictly a part of the US. Politically, that is true, but 


culturally, it’s over simplistic. When you think of the word, ‘Southwest’, you 
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think of all the things I’m thinking of, but I think it goes farther. The border is 
such a political issue, but when people like the Minutemen stress about keeping 
Mexicans out, I really think they’re entirely missing the point. 

This land, this Aztlan, is already full of Mexicans. And white Americans 
and Native Americans. It has been for centuries and none of them are going away. 
It’s merely a question of the ratios at any given moment and that’s not really very 
important anyway. The Minutemen are concerned about keeping the Southwest 
part of Anglo-America. Well, it always will be. And it will always be Mexico. 
Just as it will always be Dinetah of the Navajo and the Rio Grande Valley of the 
Pueblo. It will always be all of the above and that mish-mash that cannot be 
undone, I call Aztlan. The Chicano activists of the 60s won before they set out to 
battle. The Minutemen are sitting at the barn door where the horses got out 
centuries ago. Go home, boys, get a beer out of the fridge and put your feet up. 
There is no border to watch. It’s all Aztlan. 


And I like it that way. 


Most style books talk about paragraphs as if they were small expository papers, with a thesis 
sentence followed by explanation. For some expository writing this is true, but this is not the 
real use of paragraphing. Any idea can become the lead idea for a chunk of prose and that’s 
enough reason to split a new paragraph and rest the reader’s mind for the long haul. Be nice to 
your reader. 


Paragraph often 
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AWT# 9: Frequent paragraphing makes text far easier to read. Small sentences, when split off into their own as 


paragraphs, can stand out to the reader. 


How Do I Practice?: Take the long section of prose above about “Aztlan” and try breaking it 
into paragraphs in at least three different ways to change the effect of the meaning. 

Essay Starters: Choose any one of the starting paragraphs below and take off with it. Feel free 
to change names, places, colors or whatever you wish. 

a) Most people have travel on their bucket list, but the exotic locations that celebrities and 
influencers post about on Instagram are often too expensive for regular people to visit. Even if 
these destinations are out of reach, that doesn’t mean there isn’t anywhere for the budget- 
conscious traveler to explore. In fact, most of us have beautiful or interesting places to visit in 
our own backyard. 

b) The villain of the piece is the Electoral College. Who are they and what gives them the right 
to select the president when the popular vote goes the other way? The founding fathers, that’s 
who. Why? Didn’t Washington, Madison and Franklin trust us, the Americans of the future? 
Frankly, no. 

c) One holiday that has a special place in American culture is Halloween. While Christmas is 
undoubtedly America’s most popular holiday, Halloween is a close second. Like Christmas, 
Halloween has many special holiday traditions. From trick-or-treating, to wearing costumes, to 
bobbing-for-apples, many Americans have happy memories of Halloween traditions from their 
childhoods. While many of these traditions are for children, there are also many Halloween 


traditions that adults can enjoy. 
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Prussian Blue: 
Say That Again? Repetition and Parallelism--Drawing Attention 
One technique that’s used often and unwittingly by inexperienced writers is repetition. 
Advertisers well know that repetition accomplishes two things: it drives things into the mind of 
the reader and it encourages memory. How many times have you sat through a popular program 
and seen the same ad run five or six times? And you will never forget that ad, as much as you 
may want to. Advertisers know this; they’re not losing money by being this obnoxious. But you 
can also use this technique yourself. Yet many students are afraid to because they’ve been 
slapped with red ink for doing it wrong, for writing something like: 
We went on our vacation to Colorado. We liked it very much. We went up 
through Wolf Creek Pass and I had a hard time making my ears pop. My aunt 
lives in Colorado Springs. We went to go see her. We had a lot of fun at her 
house. We went skiing and snowboarding and then we ate pizza together. We 
really loved our trip. 
Ouch! you say. Nobody writes like that. Sadly, they do. And then they get a blitz of red ink and 
a terse comment like “vary your sentence starts”. And so they conclude that repetition is a bad 
thing to do in writing and avoid it. No, no, no. Repetition is neither bad nor good. Repetition is 
a tool; it draws attention to itself, just as the people in the advertising business know all too 
well. The problem with the sample above (well, one problem actually) is that it is: 


WE! WE! WE! WE! WE! 
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It keeps drawing attention to ‘We’, and ‘We’ amounts to nothing but a plural subject pronoun, 
almost devoid of meaning. All that power focused on nothing in particular. And that frustrates 
the reader. Repetition is a tool, and as such, it needs to be used in the right way. There’s no 
point in using a hammer to extract a screw in a delicate piece of wood. Wrong tool for the 
wrong job. And that’s the problem with our paragraph above. A powerful tool is swinging 
around wildly and achieving nothing. Contrast that with a master orator like Martin Luther 
King. We've all heard his classic “I have a dream” speech. Notice how King’s repetition of “I have 
adream ... “keeps bringing us back to his thesis, his main point. And if you've heard the speech 
it’s almost impossible to forget it. Repetition has that sort of power, when it’s used right. And 
when that repetition is a repetition of phrases, as in the King speech above, we call it 
parallelism. Parallel structures draw our attention and make us remember, whether they are 


visual or auditory. 


AWT #10: Repetition is a powerful technique for drawing attention and promoting memorization. Use it 


sparingly and only when you want to strongly pull the reader to a certain point. 


How Do I Practice?: Take a paragraph or two from a paper you wrote this semester and find a 
way to include parallelism in it in a rewritten version. 

Essay Starters: Choose any one of the starting paragraphs below and take off with it. Feel free 
to change names, places, colors or whatever you wish. 

a) You can make some of the people happy some of the time or all of the people happy just about 
never. Consensus is like a rare bird—at a duck hunting convention. And there’s a lot of lead 
flying through the skies. It’s a true dilemma, some or all, but more often it ends up none. You’re 


screwed any way you go. 
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b) You want to win, because you know your cause is right. You want to win because your 
cause is just. You want to win because people are counting on you. You want to win because 
your life will never be the same if you don’t. You want to win because you want the world to 
know you're not a loser. Be honest. You want to win because it will kill you to watch your 
opponent dancing about in triumph. Your ego is too precious. You're not going to let them get 
away with that. 

c) First, they told us that a high school degree is necessary to find a good job. So, we finished 
high school. Then they told us that a college degree is necessary to find a good job. So, we went 
to college. Now, they tell us that a Master's degree is necessary to find a good job. In the 
meantime, the cost of a university degree is increasing, and the job market is becoming more 


competitive. What is a young person supposed to do? 
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Cobalt Blue: 
I Got Rhythm: Writing the Long Sentence with Style and Correctness 

Now that you’ve learned some technique for spicing up dull language, it’s time to play 
with sentences themselves. Most students can manage a simple sentence like: 

Ihave to write a paper for this stupid class. 

Well, with that level of skill you can pass sentence 101. Thrills. Just for a moment, read that 
sentence as if it weren’t you that wrote it. In fact, it isn’t you that wrote it, but we'll let that go. 
What sort of person would write such a sentence? Try to picture the person who would create 
those ten words in just that combination. Would such a person interest you? Well, of course 
not. We are returning to the concept of voice. However, imagine how dull a paper would be if it 
were written like this: 
[have to write a paper for this stupid class. The paper has to be short. Good. I 
don’t want to write much. I don’t want to write anything. I’m not very 
interested. My paper doesn’t seem very interesting. I don’t seem very interesting. 
I'm as boring as my paper. Help! Let me out of this boring student body! 

Ok, so you wouldn’t write something exactly like that. But many, too many students 
write in this rhythm. It is staccato, to use the music term. If you dared to read it aloud, it would 
remind you of a machine gun or some other machine that makes noise in short, quick bursts. 
Well, it will no doubt surprise and shock you to learn that the solution is. . . grammar! 
Grammar? Run for your lives! He’s going to start talking about grammar! Well, yes Lam, but 


not in the way you might have seen it before. 
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Now don’t start feeling guilty that after all these years you can’t remember the direct 
object of the verb or the definition of a predicate nominative. Grammar that attempts to break 
down language into abstract concepts and put technical sounding labels on everything, so that 
the student only temporarily learns to memorize technical sounding labels, is pretty much 
useless. I can’t think of anyone who retains it this way. But remember that English is a 
marvelous mess to be played with. Play is the operative word here. We're going to play with 
sentences in such a way as to make a better kind of communication happen. And 
communication is the ultimate goal. Even those English profs for whom correctness is next to 
godliness have to concede that. I want to put all that label-memorizing aside and focus on some 
concepts that the student must have encountered at least once, even if they immediately forgot 
it afterwards. Those concepts are: simple sentence, sentence combining and complex sentence. 
Closely related to the complex sentence is the idea of subordination and coordination. You may 
be groaning here at the thought of doing interminable sentence-combining exercises. But that’s 
not where this is going. 

Where is this going then? Rhythm. Shear rhythm. The problem with that short 
paragraph above, “I have to write a paper for this stupid class”, is that it is so very staccato. It 
has all the rhythm of a one-cylinder lawnmower starting up. If you want your writing to sound 
good, you need a range of long, middle length and short sentences. Each of these has a certain 
sound and a certain effect. Short sentences wake us up, startle us, slap us in the face. When we 
were kids and got into trouble, our parents barked at us in staccato, short sentences that usually 
included our middle name. “Get in here! Now! You're in big trouble!”. So short sentences are 
one extreme of the range. 

Long sentences lull us, put us to sleep, take us into long reveries and dreams, if they’re 


done right. Between the serenity of long sentences and the explosive nature of short sentences, 
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we have a vast middle range just full of fascinating possibilities. This is sentence range. And 
going from the short to the long in differing patterns, unique to every writer, creates the 
sentence rhythm, which is more of a signature mark of style and uniqueness in a writer than 
almost anything else. 

The trouble is, beginning writers write only one kind of sentence: short. And so students 
write paragraphs like the one starting with, “I have to write a paper for this stupid class” and 
don’t get much of a grade. Occasionally a particularly brave student will attempt long sentences 
in a desperate gamble to achieve sentence rhythm, but all too often their voyage of hope wrecks 
on the rocks of the dreaded Run-On Sentence. Gallons and hundreds of gallons of red ink have 
been spilled on run-on sentences over the years and students often resort to the dull, short 
sentence writing simply because they have become convinced that any long sentence is a run-on 
and give up trying as a bad job. 

Well, it is very possible to write beautiful, interesting and even fun long, long sentences 
and never commit the sin of writing a run on, dunning the ear with confusing gobbledy-gook 
that will cause your English prof to have convulsions. How do I know? I just did it two 
sentences back. Yeah, you say, but you’re an English prof; you know how to do that stuff. Yes, 
true, but it’s not magic and you don’t have to possess a degree to do it. It’s technique, pure and 
simple. Technique can be learned. So swallow your aversion to grammar terminology, which 
you're not likely to memorize anyway, and get this. 

A run-on sentence is when two or (God forbid) more sentences are crammed together 
without any punctuation. Like so: 

[have to write a paper for this stupid class I’m not really much of a writer my 


sister could do a better job she was always good in English. 
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Now the only way to make a mistake like this is to not see where the sentences are, and this is 
precisely the problem most students have when they do this. It’s: (1) [have to write... (2) lam 
not much of a writer... (3) My sister could do... (4) She was good.. .. Those are four 
sentences, not one. Every sentence has a simple subject, that is the one and only noun that 
everything else modifies and one action, called the simple predicate. So this is a sentence: 
John burped. 

Ok, not much of a sentence, but it has those two critical parts. Once you can identify those core 
elements, what I like in my metaphor-prone way to call “the heart of the sentence”, you can find 
where the punctuation goes and not screw it up. This is not only useful in English class; this is a 
big-time job skill. Seeing sentences is useful and lucrative. | recommend getting good at it. 

Once you can spot the heart of any given sentence, you are made, you are in, you are 
headed for better days in the world of sentences. Are you finally ready to hear the trick, the 
secret, the magic formula? It’s really simple and complex. That’s it. What’s it? you say. A simple 
sentence is an unadorned sentence like our “I have to write a paper for this stupid class”. When 
you combine two ideas together, so that one is subordinate, or flows from the main idea, you’ve 
created a complex sentence. Complex sentences can be long, very long indeed. And when you 
combine patterns of long and short sentences, you achieve sentence rhythm. Voila. You have 
achieved stylistic Nirvana stage one. 

Wait, so how do you construct a complex sentence without a run-on? Good question. 
Here’s the basic rule: as long as you have one subject, you can attach as many kinds of dependent clauses or 
phrases to the heart of the sentence as you dare. It’s like an octopus with the dependent clauses or 
phrases as the legs and the one independent clause as the head. Dependent clauses are always 


subordinate to the independent or main clause, thus subordination. Dependent clauses or 
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phrases come in several flavors and you may have spent some miserable hours over a grammar 
book trying to learn the different kinds: adverbial clauses (start with where, when or why), 
relative pronoun clauses (start with who, whose, whom, that or which), participle phrases 
(start with words ending in —-ed or —ing), or my favorite, prepositional phrases (start with a 
preposition). Technically, phrases aren’t clauses, because they don’t have a noun and verb 
structure like a sentence (but not quite a sentence). Yet, they operate pretty much the same way, 
so we'll leave that distinction to the grammarians. Still, for all the effort grammar teachers make 
to make these distinctions, what’s important is not the distinction, but that you can connect 
them up using commas, like so many Leggos and make a wide variety of interesting sentences. 
You can snap these dependent clauses on front or back and the one thing they have in common, 
must have in common, is that they are dependent. They don’t function as sentences by 
themselves. The minute they do, you're back in run-on-ville and that’s a place you don’t want to 
go. This is probably all too abstract, so let’s play for a while and have some fun with our deadly 
dull sentence. 

[have to write a paper for this stupid class. 
That is an independent clause, which is another way to say a sentence. It stands by itself and 
makes sense. Ok. Let’s snap something on the front, like: 

Because I have to have an English credit, 
Notice that if I leave this dangling by itself, it sounds unfinished. That is THE big-time clue that 
it’s dependent. Ok, let’s move it into place: 

Because I have to have an English credit, I have to write a paper for this stupid 

class. 


Ok. Let’s spice it up some more. 
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Because I have to have an English credit, I have to write a paper for this stupid 
class, full of witty sentences. 
Better. But we're not yet having fun. 
Because I have to have an English credit, I have to write a paper for this stupid 
class, full of witty sentences, droll commentary, light-bulb brilliant insight and 
nauseating toadying. 
Like it better? It’s still one sentence, “I have to write a paper”. That’s the heart. Everything else 
is baggage. But the baggage gives it its interest and flare. It gives it style. You can write with 
style. Perhaps it will help to see it another way. In terms of its clauses (or phrases), a complex 


sentence looks something like this: 


DEPENDENT, INDEPENDENT, DEPENDENT, DEPENDENT, DEPENDENT. 


Now don’t go counting the clauses in this model. As long as there is only one independent, you 
can stack on the dependent ones in whatever way sounds best and is clearest. 
It’s time for you to try it out now. Look at this excerpt from Lance Larsen’s “Looking for 
Spiral Jetty” in the reader, and notice how she sets simple and complex sentences together to 
achieve a rhythm to go with his desire to discover the reality of what he'd only seen in pictures. 
I first came across Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty (1970) as most people do, in an 

art history book. There it was, fifteen feet wide, 1600 feet long—a giant stone- 

and-gravel earth work coiled in on itself, lying in a lake, a frozen vortex. Though I 

was a little suspicious—wasn’t art supposed to hang in museums?—something 


about it intrigued me. Its scale for one thing, not to mention Smithson’s audacity. 
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What’s more, it seemed old from the moment it was created, almost as if the 
Great Salt Lake had been brooding over a favorite archetype for aeons and had 
just recently allowed it to hatch and surface. This was in the early 1980s. During 
the next twenty years, whenever I flew into or out of the Salt Lake Airport, I 
always scanned the water from the plane. Never mind that the jetty was 
completely submerged, and had been since 1972. Never mind that I was searching 
the wrong end of the lake. I believed if I zenned myself into tranquility, and 
willed the lake into cooperation, I might get lucky and glimpse the jetty. Maybe 
it really was the gigantic snake it resembled and, under the cover of water, moved 
at will. I saw nothing. But seeing nothing, I thought of Atlantis. Which left me 
sad and exhilarated and wanting to believe in mystery. 


You too, can get rhythm. 


AWT?s #11: As long as you have only one independent clause, you can have multiple dependent clauses or 
phrases to form a complex sentence. You may add further interest by compounding the sentence with ‘and’, ‘but’, 
‘for’, ‘or’, and ‘nor’, to make a compound-complex sentence. 

How Do I Practice?: Take these following short, dull sentences and spice them up with 
dependent clauses that are as exciting as a bottle of Tabasco. Feel free to spice up the original 


sentence as well and change anything you wish. 


1. It’s raining today. 5. ’'m driving. 
2. The Angels (Yankees) lost again today. 6. Jennie is pretty. 
3. John died. 7. He’s a crook. 


4. Kate kissed him. 8. [had a bad day. 
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9. That was the worst movie. 10. The road at sunset was beautiful. 
Essay Starters: Choose any one of the starting paragraphs below and take off with it. Feel free 
to change names, places, colors or whatever you wish. 

a) As the Baby-Boomer generation inches toward geizerdom, they are going to place new and 
heavy demands on Gen X coming up after them into positions of power and they will not take 
no for an answer. Peace, sure baby, but not at the price of neglect. 

b) Americans are solidly in love with their cars, willing to shed their own blood in the Middle 
East so that Hummers and old Chevies might rumble freely down the highway and they will 
fight hard against anyone who threatens their right to fuel inefficiency. 

c) Gerry was British, though he had married an American, divorced her and married another, and 
yet because of his fear of falling sick in America and going bankrupt, he’d never set foot on 
American soil. There are a lot of people like Gerry out there in the world, and they all think 


Americans are crazy when it comes to the way we pay for health care as a civilized nation. 
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Windsor Green: 
Variations on a Theme: Breaking the Rules with Dependent Clauses and Phrases. 
Take a look at a passage by Patrick Madden, from his book Quotidian, as he plays here 
with complex sentences: 
Amanuensis is a fine word, but my favorite word is quotidian, a word I learned late 
in life, from Spanish, and which I pined for, eagerly sought in English, until one 
magical day I found it. Let’s back up: In the early 1990s, I was living in Uruguay as 
a missionary, picking up Spanish from conversations and signs, and I kept 
hearing the phrase la vida cotidiana. This, I surmised or discovered, meant 
“everyday life.” But the choice of words seemed so elegant, and that adjective, 
cotidiana, so unlike what it meant, that I fell in love. What a word to mean 
“mundane, everyday, common, etc.”! So beautiful, so seemingly opposite its 
meaning! 
Now if you're sharp you’ve noticed that this complex effect is also produced by another tool in 
the sample above. There’s a lot of ‘ands’ and a few 'buts' in there. In fact, one sentence starts 
with ‘but’. You're probably thinking that Madden is breaking the rules. Well, yes and no. 
English profs will tell you not to group a lot of ands like that. But this is one of those rules you 
learn, then once you understand how it really works, you may break freely. How it really works 
is this: if you add onto complex sentences with a simple sentence using “and”, you have created a 
complex-compound sentence. Congratulations, but don’t throw a party just yet. Students will 


link up more than one compound and get their paper slapped with red ink. Why isn’t somebody 
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slapping red ink on Patrick Madden? Why does he get to play with ands and we don’t. No fair 
teacher! 

Well, notice how with each new sentence linked by an and or a but or a for, it’s closely 
connected in thought to the previous one, so that they unfold as if they were dependent clauses. 
That’s the trick. If you can’t do that, then they sound awful. Like this: 

I was cruising down Bristol the other day and I was with my sister and we saw 
these chicks and my sister says she was hungry and was down for that and then 
her cell phone rings and then I wanted to get out of there and those chicks 
started calling her out and she jumped out of my car and started kicking one 
chick and my engine light started to come on and I wanted to watch TV and... 
Stop! Please! Mercy! you cry. Nobody writes that badly, you say. I wish you were right. I’ve 
read sentences like that all my career. Outside of the gang slang, this sentence (though really it’s 
a Frankensentence—several sentences sewn together to make one ugly monster) is just plain 
bad. It is confusing. Each of the compounded sentences linked up has very little to do with the 
one before. There’s no development of a close chain of thought, no unfolding of a closely knit 
and growing idea, to justify the repeat compounds, as in the Madden sample. There are multiple 
subjects so that after a while the reader or listener has lost track of what is being talked about. 
Whoever wrote this should be pulled over and given a ticket by the grammar cop on duty. But 
students write sentences like this because they aren’t really sure, again, where the heart of the 
sentence is. So they just talk a few seconds and then when it seems to need an end, they slap on 
an and like a band-aid and move on. But those ands tell me they do know that they have to 
punctuate somewhere, and they're not too far off if they’d take the time to think about it. 
They’ve probably done it wrong and gotten slapped with red ink so many times, that they just 


don’t bother trying anymore. So they make a rambling monster where the subject is constantly 
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shifting. Remember, the trick to successful long sentences is only one subject, even if you ramble 


everywhere else. So a model of a good complex-compound might look like this: 


DEPENDENT, INDEPENDENT, DEPENDENT, DEPENDENT and INDEPENDENT. 


Of course, that’s just one way. You can mix them around in different ways, and if you’re good, 

do some extra compounding. How do you know you're good? Read it aloud. Does it sound 

pleasing? Is it crystal clear? Do you like the rhythm of it? Does it unfold a closely related chain 

of thought? If the answer to any of the above is a shade less than an emphatic yes, break it up 

and stay clear of multiple compounds until you get some chops. 

Take a look at another passage from the writer, Edward Thomas. Notice that though he 

is using the same basic technique, but with his own rhythm and style. 
Sometimes a well-beloved pleasaunce is left almost as it was; the trees are the 
same; the voices are the same; a silence is there still; but there is a caret 
somewhere--in ourselves or in the place. In childhood we went there as often as 
our legs could bear us so far; oftener yet in youth; but less and less with time. 
Then, perhaps, we travel--anyway we live feverishly and variously; and only think 
of the old places when the fire is tranquil and lights are out, and "each into 
himself descends," or when we meet one who was once a friend, or when we lay 
open a forgotten drawer. A very slender chain only binds us to the gods of forest 
and field but binds us nevertheless. Then we take the old walk, it may be, ina 
walking suit of the best; fearful of mire; carrying a field-glass too; and smoking 
the pipe that used to seem an insult so intolerable in the great woods. We take 


the old walk, and it seems shorter than before, a walk not formidable at all, as it 
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was in the years when the end used to find us testy with fatigue and overpowered 
by tumultuous impressions; when we ourselves thought the sea itself could not 


be far, and the names of village and hill we visited were unknown. 


Here we have a great deal of bending the rules. Thomas uses semi-colons repeatedly to 
pile up his short sentences and make them feel like long sentences. This is strictly against the 
rules. Use only one semi-colon at a time. But notice something else—it works! These 
grammatically incorrect sentences put together artfully feel like dependent clauses. All this 
creates a rhythm and a flow that feels like Thomas and not Madden. Plus, he jumps between 
long and short sentences for variety. Ultimately, it just sounds beautiful. Read it aloud to 
yourself. That is where the artist’s ear comes in and I can’t teach that to you. You will have to 


find that yourself. 


AWT# 12 : Experiment with compound-complex sentences and other combinations until you get a smooth flow 
that sounds good to your ear. 

How Do I Practice? Take the fragmented words below and cast them into complex-compound 
sentences. Add the grammar and any additional clauses or details that suit you to make it an 
interesting and free-flowing sentence. Also, feel free to re-arrange the order of the words or 
change the names to make your sentence work. 

1. car swung skidding and Felicia cried out 

2. judge banged ruled but Ricardo objected 

3. Amy laughed pushed and Jermaine sat 

4. Kate drew back gasping and Dracula swooped 


5. Derrick shot glancing but Colin dodged 
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6. express train straining puffing and mountain opened 

7. Flight 346 easing squealing and passengers pressed 

8. Brenda started stopping and children skipped 

9. Bernice soared straining and dance ended 

10. Eunice smiled gracing and everyone applauded 

Essay Starters: Choose any one of the starting paragraphs below and take off with it. Feel free 
to change names, places, colors or whatever you wish. 

a) ) In an era of global pandemics and international terrorism, airplane travel, with its endless 
security checks, frequent delays, cramped seating, and sky-high prices, has become an 
unpleasant and undesirable experience for many Americans, who may opt for other methods of 
travel. 

b) We look at the moon, at Mars, wishing for a way to move past our earth as we once moved 
past our continent and discovered new worlds but the insanely vast distances to another 
inhabitable planet mock our hopes. 

c) American entrepreneurship, our primary trait in the world community, has opened doors for 


us over so many decades and now passing back through some of the doors are the likes of ISIS. 
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Veridian: 
Undoing Gobbledy-Gook. How NOT to Write Stuffy 

About a billion years ago when I was a kid in the mid 1960s, there was a toy that was 
sold widely on our old black and white television set. I don’t recall the name of this hideous 
device, but it was essentially a small oven with steel molds into which the child could pour 
colorful liquid plastic. The heat would cause the plastic to congeal into a small toy that was 
fascinating for less than an hour. Supposedly, the ability to create hundreds of these useless 
plastic objects was the main appeal. I believe the toy company did not sell this device for long 
because of lawsuits by parents of children who burned their hands on the hot, steel molds. Or it 
may have been that parents were desperate to stop the avalanche of useless, plastic objects 
filling up their homes that drove those parents to sue. But whatever the motivation was, what 
did come out of this bizarre invention of the American toy industry was the name they gave the 
colorful liquid plastic: gobbledy-gook. The toy is now forgotten history, but the name has 
become iconic for something confused and undefined. 

Confused and undefined is a marvelous description for some of the writing that people 
are forced to read, and mainly from two sources: academic textbooks and the government. And if 
you've had to read this stuff, you know what suffering is. Here again, from the chapter above on 
voice, is my example of Stuffy voice: 

The decentralization of educational institutions in reference to class-size 
reductions is a primary goal of the Better Schools Initiative. Return to 


significantly graduated scores has been cited as another primary objective, along 
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with improvement in management objective strategies. It is hoped that 

improvement will be seen in the foreseeable future. 
That’s gobbledy-gook. If you recall, it says that schools are trying to improve. I can only 
speculate why anyone would write this kind of crap. Perhaps they want of sound smart because 
they’re throwing lots of big words at the reader. Or perhaps they want to protect themselves 
from professional or legal consequences by seeming inaccessible and distant with their huge 
vocabulary. Whatever the reasons, it is plain, bad writing. I don’t care how many PhDs, JDs, or 
government titles you have after your name; if you write like this, you are writing badly. If the 
first purpose of writing is effective communication, this is a big fail. This is not some evil magic 
to produce this kind of writing. It is technique. I'll go over the pieces one at a time. 

1) Long, multi-syllabic words. One thing you will realize if you think about your own 
reading is that big words are like speed bumps in a parking lot: they slow everything down. You 
have to slow down to pronounce them and even think about what they mean. That’s fine, if a big 
word covers a concept that would otherwise need multiple paragraphs to explain. But stuffy 
writing likes to pile up big words as | did in my sample above. It’s like trying to drive through a 
parking lot with speed bumps every 5 feet. You would go through at a crawl and you could 
probably get out and walk faster than drive. It’s simply bad writing. 

As we saw in the chapter on connotations, all of our long words come from the Latin, 
either directly or through the French. Short words in English come from the Saxon mainly. 
Which is why I tell my students to “stay Saxon Break up both long sentences and long words 
with short sentences and short words. This creates a much more satisfying and readable 


sentence rhythm. 
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2) Impersonal and long subjects. If the subject of your sentence is an abstraction like “the 
economic goal” the reader’s mind goes into a fog. Human beings are tactile animals. If we can’t 
see or hear or touch the thing that a sentence is about, then we start trying to picture it. This 
process takes time, which means the reader slows down. If you pile up enough sentences in a 
row with abstract subject the reader’s mind wanders off and you have a communication fail. 
Plus, it’s precisely like hitting all those speed bumps in a parking lot: it brings the reader’s 
comprehension, and will to keep reading, to a grinding halt. Notice that in my stuffy sample 
above, the subject to the first sentence was “The decentralization of educational institutions in 
reference to class-size reductions,” an eye-popping abstraction with a prepositional phrase in it 
that makes it worse. That subject is followed by “Return to significantly graduated scores” 
which is almost as bad. Between the two of them in a row, the reader’s comprehension is 
derailed entirely. 

It’s a simple but odd fact of human psychology that the more human the subject of a 
sentence is, the more clear the sentence will be. Odd, I know, but true. 

Likewise, any subject over three words creates mental fog in the reader. So be good to 
your reader. A sentence like “The committee decided . . . “ will be a lot clearer as “Fred and his 
committee decided.” Logical? Probably not. Human? Yes. Clearer? Yes. 

3) Avoid passive voice. The passive voice is when you take a simple noun-verb 
combination like “Juan ran” and stick a To Be verb in front, making it “The course was run by 
Juan.” There are times when you are forced to use this Passive Voice, as it is called. I just did. But 
if at all possible, stay away from it like you’d stay away from someone infected with a contagious 
virus. If you can keep it to “Juan ran,” it’s much clearer, more muscular prose. Again AVOID 


PASSIVE VOICE IF AT ALL POSSIBLE! 
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If you follow these four simple principles, you will not inflict stuffy writing on any poor, 
unsuspecting victims. And you know that people that use big words are not smarter than 


everyone else. So don’t you try the same ruse. Be good to your reader. Always clarity first. 


AWT# 13: Write in plain Saxon English and don’t write any stuffy sentences if you love humanity. 
How Do I Practice?: Take these overblown, stuffy sentences and reduce them to Saxon English. 
Eliminate passive voice. Shorten and humanize subjects. Shorten and pare down the sentences. 
Feel free to add or remove elements to make these sentences clearer, such as names and other 
details. 
Example: 
The Stuffy sentence: The subordinate clerical worker of the postal service was compelled to 
leave her serious charge in the receptacle appointed for the task. 
The Fix: The mail carrier put a letter in my mailbox. 
1 Admiration for Nate's heroic act was slow in coming. 
2 The discontinuation of programs for economically disadvantaged persons were opposed by 
elements of the political extreme from ethnically diverse contingents. 
3. Aerialists involved in amateur, small paper devices were seeking increased turbulence from 
prevailing air currents. 
4. The occupationally challenged individuals were escorted to the perimeter of the property and 
instructed to proceed on further. 
5. Destabilization of popular democracy was based on inaccurate propaganda. 


6. Post adolescent males manipulate rapid internal combustion vehicles in an ill-advised manner. 
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7. My predilection in terms of leisurely amusements tends toward the capture of aquatic 
vertebrates of the salmonid family. 

8. Undergraduate concerns regarding the quality of consumables is dominated by negative 
interventions. 

9. Rapid deterioration of delicate structure is the result of excessive aquatic submersion. 
10. The disintegration of the green female worker of supernatural events was caused by the 


lateral acceleration of the container of aquatic liquid, which physically enveloped her. 


Essay Starters: Use these prompts to start and essay that has non-stuffy sentences and mixes 
short and long words, and short and long sentences. 

a) It’s simple. The right person for you is a combination of shared values, common vision, and 
common hopes. But that’s not all. It’s really undefinable. We call it a soulmate. The good news is, 
in the large and complicated world, they do exist. But you will probably meet three of them your 
entire life. Some of them will be too old for you, others too young. Others will already be in a 
stable relationship with someone else. What to do? Think about other things and trust your 
luck. If you find a soulmate, great, but don’t expect to. It’s like finding a gold mine. Doesn’t 
happen to everyone. 

b) Career choices are tough. If you’re an artist at all, there’s a side of you that yearns to do your 
art and let the money come where it will. That occasionally works—like one time in a thousand. 
If you’re more practical, you probably see finding a career the way Gen Patton saw defeating the 
German army. It’s a military campaign and you're out to conquer. Liking your job is irrelevant. 
You will relax when you're reach and the servants bow and scrape before you. Is there a place in 


between where you can get a decent job which pays and still love your work? Yes, though it can 
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be hard to find, and there is one caveat: no matter what you do, your job will frustrate you, 
maybe a whole lot. Learn to live with it. It beats unemployment. 

c) In the strange world of academia, getting a job and keeping it is a lot harder than anyone 
knows. First, for every opening, you are up against 600 people on average for the one job. But 
let’s say you succeed there. Fine. Now you go through the strange, American game of tenure 
hearings, from Assistant Professor (which sounds like you make coffee), Associate Professor 
(which sounds like they finally gave you a key to the faculty restroom), to Full Professor. Some 
people never make it. Some are shucked off by department politics. All those competing 
intellectuals in the same hallway are not conducive to camaraderie, let me tell you. If you want 


to like your fellow employees, go work at a summer camp, not at a university. 
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Phthalo Blue: 
Detail in Expository Writing: The Story is STILL in the Details 

As we learned back in the chapter on detail in narrative writing, detail is what makes 
writing go deep into the mind and heart of the reader. The same is true in a different way in 
expository writing. One common problem that my freshman students have is that they are 
expected to write five pages of prose and they’re not used to doing that. It’s a national standard 
across English departments from University of Hawaii to University of Maine. So, the question 
is always ‘How do I write that much” Actually, if you realize a basic fact about your psychology, 
you'll realize it’s not that hard at all. 

I find that freshman students, almost universally, write in vast generalizations. Given 
that they had a great day at Disneyland with their sister and their niece, all they can think of to 
write is: “We had a good time at Disneyland.” But not only is generalization sloppy thinking; it is 
sloppy writing. In this digital age I tell my students that the problem is that they’re all writing in 
zip files that haven’t been extracted. They need to extract out of a generalization like: “We hada 
good time at Disneyland” all the color, and nuance, and detail that is there. Once they do that, 
hitting five pages is no problem. In fact, five pages won’t be space enough to say all the things 
you thought, you smelled, you tasted, you heard, you said, you felt, you touched, and you saw 
with your niece and sister at Disneyland. 

The same is true in expository writing. Un-zip your zip files. Extract the detail out of 
them. This is especially true in Report of Information, the mode you use when you write a 
research paper. Sometimes students will dig up twenty facts and then decide that two of those 
will be enough. Not in research. You should overwhelm your reader in a research paper with all 
the facts you can. Remember that you are arguing inductively, and when it comes to inductive 


evidence, more is always better. Generalization is not only slopping thinking; it’s a common 
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mistaken habit of the mind. People wish to simply things into black and white. But the universe 
has a million shades of color. Just trying to put in all the facts and the nuances of reality that you 
find as you write, that alone will give you a far higher page count, plus it will make you far more 
credible. Resist the temptation to try to simplify everything. Life is never simple. Lies usually 


are. 


AWT # 14: As in narrative writing, exploring detail is the key to creating deep and lengthy works of prose. 
Generalization leads to bad writing and bad thinking. Avoid it. 

How do I practice?: Take a thing you know a lot about from experience and write two pages of 
highly detailed process analysis on how to do this thing, whether it’s how to fly fish, how to 
dance ballet, how to run an industrial dishwasher, how to fix a computer, or simply how to rake 


leaves. 


Essay Starters: Take one of these essay starter prompts below and write in as much detail as 
you possibly can. I have written “ZIP files.” You need to unzip them. Feel free to change names, 
places, colors or whatever you wish. 

a) Fast cars are a lot of fun. I would like to own a Lotus someday and race it. I will race it lots of 
places. 

b) People think surfing is easy. Good surfing is not. You need to learn a lot of things. 


c) We went to Disneyland. It was fun. 
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Sap Green 
What did You Call It? Hiding and Humor with Euphemism 

A euphemism is a metaphor that we use to talk about things that are too painful or 
awkward to talk about directly. Usually that means, sex, death, and body-waste elimination. 
Thus, we don’t have sexual intercourse—we “make love,” a term that in the 1800s simply meant 
courting. I have heard probably hundreds of euphemisms for sex, from “taking a roll in the hay,” 
“stuffing the taco,” and “making four legs in a bed” on the more vulgar side. I once even heard it 
referred to as “playing poker.” More staid and puritan would be “having relations,” or “he knew 
her in the Biblical sense.” 

The elimination of bodily fluids and wastes is another thing we don’t like to talk about. 
We would rather not say vomit, urinate, or defecate. Like sex, we really find the substances our 
bodies produce not only bewildering but gross or funny, and often both. And, by the way, don’t 
ever look down on humor. It is one of he most powerful things you can do as a writer, making 
your reader laugh. It opens up the reader’s mind and refocuses them back on what you have to 
say. Few things do this better than humor. 

As to bodily elimination, we teach our children from an early age not to talk about it 
directly with euphemisms like “go potty” and “make wee wee.” Solid waste is “poop” or “poo 
poo.” And a lot of our taboo words, and semi-taboo words, like “piss,” refer to toilet acts and 
products. Even “toilet” is a euphemism, as it is simply the French word for all the things you do 
in the morning in your bathroom to get ready. The actual device is properly called a “commode,” 


which is also a euphemism indicating that it is comfortable. Let’s hope. 
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As for the solid waste itself, we have scientific euphemisms like “scat” and more 
scientific literal non-euphemisms like “feces” that even though they’re literal, have the 
neutralizing effect of a euphemism. Of course the vulgar term for body waste is tremendously 
useful as an interjection (“Oh...!”), a general description for anything disliked (“That’s a load of 
...“), or for falsehood (“I don’t believe your bull .. . “). All of these awkward things we find 
funny. I am not sure if that means we’re all crazy or tremendously sane. 

Death too is something we would rather not speak of. We say that someone has “passed” 
or “passed away.” Military pilots say that a pilot who dies in a crash “bought the farm,” from 
where we get the more common “bought it.” Our loved one has “departed,” “given up the ghost,” 
“kicked the bucket,” “met her/his maker,” “moved on,” and at least twenty more possibilities. 

And euphemisms can even move outside of these three categories, so that confronting a 
loved one who is wrong might be “staging an intervention,” or “standing up to her/him.” 
Euphemisms provide emotional padding to verbiage. And life in the military being what it is, the 
American military is probably responsible for thousands of colorful and often vulgar 
euphemisms that have spread into the language. Thus, things can get “SNAFU” (Situation 
Normal All F...d Up). A paratrooper drop can be a “vertical insertion” and a helmet is a “brain 
bucket.” 

I would like to recognize at this point that the United States Marine Corps is an absolute 
fount of colorful metaphors and euphemisms, mostly vulgar and all sheer genius, dripping with 
multiple layers of irony, and somebody should really write a book on Marine Corps language. 
You'll find a list here online: 


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of United States Marine Corps acronyms and expressions 
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The point of all of this is that euphemisms can both weaken writing and strengthen it. 
Used for humor, they can liven up writing and drive a point home—as a US Marine well knows. 
Used as poetry to express faith or passion, they can comfort. But they can also create fog. In legal 
language, or propaganda sold as news, they can cover a lie with tremendous power. Murder can 
become “personal elimination,” fraud can become “non-factual assertions,” or corporations 
poisoning the environment might just be “Releasing chemical elements.” So, be careful and artful 


of using them. And please be ethical. 


AWT #15 : Euphemisms can be powerful tools for truth and for lies. Be wary of them, but don’t be afraid to use 
them wisely. 

How Do I Practice?: Use a familiar euphemism for the following situations, or better yet, if you 
feel creative, invent your own. 

1. a death of a loved one 

2. a loss of a playoff game 

3. getting a kiss on a first date 

4. vomiting very thoroughly 


5. getting married to the wrong person 


Essay Starters: Choose any one of the starting paragraphs below and take off with it. Feel free 
to change names, places, colors or whatever you wish. 

a) Donny bought the farm. Oh boy. He sent that car flying down the highway and never thought 
about the cliff at the big curve. Now he’s pushing up diesel-smelling daisies, and racing in that 


big car rally in the sky. 


198 


b) Every time I go to Mexico, I can’t resist the street taco stands. Pretty soon, I’m talking to 
ralph. I start feeling better and stupid me, I go back for more, making technicolor yawns and 
tossing my cookies into the Throne of the Porcelain God. 

c) Mara and Jack were off somewhere, probably stuffing the taco again. I swear one day that girl 
will have eaten the watermelon seed and have one in her belly. Then Mara’s dad is going to come 


after Jack with a ring and a shotgun. That should be fun. 
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Hooker Green 
Clever Turns of Phrase: Using Parallelisms to Create Emphasis 

You will remember that we talked about parallelism as a device for tightening focus on 

an issue and pleasing the ear of the reader. In this short chapter, I will introduce you to three: 

e Amplification 

e Antanagoge 

e Hypophora 
In Amplification we repeat a word multiple times to create a sense of urgency and emphasis. An 
example would be: 

They want a perfect house in a perfect neighborhood, in order to be the perfect family. 
Using “perfect” like this pushes the whole sentence into irony and satire. This is yet another 
example of the power of repetition in its various forms. And this is a good example of using 
voice, in this case to cause the reader to seriously doubt the possibility of perfection and the 
delusional nature of the writer. 

In Antanagoge we combine a negative and positive statement to give a twist of 
understanding, in addition to our pleasure from reading/hearing the parallelism. The classic 
example would be: 

When life gives you lemons, make lemonade. 

Also: 


I got in a car accident but I was planning to get a new car anyway. 
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[lost my job but I gained my freedom. 
Here again the parallel structure pleases our ear and tightens the strength and meaning of the 
idea. 

Hypophora happens when we ask a question that we immediately answer. It is another 
satisfying parallel structure that focuses the mind of the reader. So examples might be: 

Why are we investing in little countries like Cambodia? We have to if we want them to 
invest in American goods and not become Chinese satellites. 
Or: 

Do you really want to stop climate change? Only if you want to live on this planet for the 
foreseeable future. 
Rhetorical questions force the reader to answer. Hypophora doesn’t leave anything to chance 


and answers the question. 


AWT# 16: Different forms of parallelism can strengthen your point and make your ideas striking. 


How Do I Practice?: Write 3 sentences each of amplification, antanagoge, and hypophora. 


Essay starters: Choose any one of the starting paragraphs below and take off with it. Feel free 
to change names, places, colors or whatever you wish. 

a) Well, if the UK insists on Brexit, the EU will insist on tough terms, including the will to 
insist that any attempt on the part of the UK to come back will be punishing. Bloody hell, you 
mean the European Union is capable of systematic resentment? You’d better believe it, Mate. 
b) When life gives you lemons, don’t make lemonade. Make Mexican food and squeeze them 


into the salsa. We tend to think in small circles, often dictated by our culture in ways that are 
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invisible to us. Those are just “the way things are done.” Listen, the only imperative on you is to 
keep eating and breathing. Everything else is negotiable. 

c) Are you really concerned about your fellow humans? You should be. We seem to have a well- 
developed talent for shooting ourselves in the foot. Can you save the world? I doubt it. I doesn’t 
want to be saved. Can you stop trying to do so? Not if you want to be able to look yourself in the 


eye every time you step in front of a mirror. 
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Turquoise 
Contradiction that Works: More Parallel Forms that Give You Punch and Power 

Let’s finish up by looking at two final rhetorical devices that use repetition and 
parallelism to focus the reader. First we'll look at apophasis. Apophasis is a very ironic little 
trick where you say you’re not going to say something, then immediately you do. Examples 
would be: 


I'm not saying that it’s your fault, even though you screwed it up royally. 


Surely climate change cannot be human-caused, despite the fact that we’re dumping tons 
more carbon into the air on one day than our ancestors did in centuries. 

The second form is chiasmus. Chiasmus is when you reverse the order of the words to 
make a parallel structure that drives home the point. The most famous one is John F Kennedy's 
striking statement: 

Ask no what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your country. 

Other examples are: 
You see things; you say, ‘Why?’ But I dream things that never were; and I say 'Why not? 
By day the frolic, and the dance by night. 


You can harness the same punch by creating your own chiasmus. 


AWT# 17: Apophasis and chiasmus use putting opposites next to each other for power 


How Do I Practice?: Write 3 sentences each using apophasis and then chiasmus 
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Essay Starters: Choose any one of the starting paragraphs below and take off with it. Feel free 
to change names, places, colors or whatever you wish. 

a) | really shouldn’t go on a road trip just right now, which is why I think I should. There is 
certainly something to be said for being solid and dependable. But the mind can grind to a halt 
running in little circles. Travel is like when Hercules cleared out a cow barn filled with filth in 
minutes by diverting a river through it. Yes, that’s an accurate image. Hit the road every now and 
then. The best way to find home is to leave it for a while from time to time. 

b) Christ said the only way to gain your life is to lose it. Whatever your religious convictions, 
you have to admit that this principle echoes throughout human experience. Sacrifice is 
necessary for growth, for survival even. The surest way to lose everything is to try to hold onto 
it. 

c) Ask not what your country can do for you-ask what you can do for your country. These noble 
words have launched the trajectories of thousands of people who have given up their 
comfortable lives to try and make the world a better place. It’s not just the military or the Peace 


Corps. There are a thousand points of light out there. 
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Conclusion: 
The Den of Sentence Sin: 
[haven’t spent a lot of time with DON’T but there are three here at the end that will get you in 
hot water fast with your English prof. Avoid these: 
a) Run ons. In spite of what a lot of people believe, a run on is NOT a long sentence. It is two 
sentences jammed together without any punctuation. Don’t do it. If you really feel the need to, 
either put a semi-colon in (;) or a conjunction which would make a compound 
b) Comma splices. Comma splices are almost the same thing. They happen when you jam two 
sentences together with a comma. The solution is the same. The problem with both of these is 
you get two or more subjects and that creates confusion. The solution is complex or compound 
sentences. Look in those chapters if you don’t recall those. 
c) Monster Compounds. Many of my old students write lots of short sentences with “and” 
sprinkled between each one. A sample might be: 
I went to town and my friend was there and I wanted a coffee and I didn’t pass my 
English class and I was sad and my sister is getting married and I have to fly to DC to be 
in the wedding and and and and and.... 
You get the idea. This is confusing and annoying but it’s amazing how many people write like 
this. I call these monster compounds. There is a way to do these right and Hemingway was a 


master at it. Most people aren’t. One and to a customer, please! 


Be an Artist 
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My final word is be the artist. Enjoy your creation. That alone will make you a far better writer. 


And good luck. 


Part Three: The Den of Sentence Sin 


Run Ons 


Comma Splices 


Monster Compounds 


Conclusion 
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